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Chapter 1: Surveillance

October 29th, 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.

 


Chapter 2: Hoover

11:11 p.m.; J. Edgar Hoover Building in Washington D.C.

 

 

Hardy parked his dark blue Ford F-150 Raptor in his reserved parking space in the underground garage. He shut off the vehicle’s engine and slid his hands over the steering wheel, admiring the truck. A few months ago, he had borrowed a Ford Ranger and loved it. After returning it to the rightful owners, he made the decision to buy one. Visiting a Ford dealership, he discovered the company had stopped making the trucks. He was on his way out when he spotted this blue Raptor. As soon as he sat behind the wheel, he knew he had found his truck. This was only the third time he had driven the vehicle, since buying it. Looking around the interior, his mind went back to the July incident that had started his journey.

Hardy had lost his entire Special Forces team in an explosion at a tavern in Washington, D.C. He was the only one to survive the blast, later determined to be a criminal act. He set out on a mission to find those responsible and bring them to justice. His actions got the attention of the President of the United States. The President created a top-secret position for Hardy, tracking down and eliminating terrorists around the world. Hardy’s official job title was Special Agent Consultant to the Director and he reported directly to FBI Director Phillip Jameson. Only a small number of people knew the real nature of Hardy’s position within the U.S. Government.

He slid out of the Raptor and headed toward an elevator door near his parking spot. He punched in a security code on a keypad next to the door and the elevator doors opened. Stepping inside, he entered another security code that would take him to the fourth floor beneath the building. It was common knowledge that the J. Edgar Hoover Building had three underground floors. Not common knowledge, however, was the fourth underground floor, which had been kept a secret.

The fourth floor was designed to serve as an underground bunker and command center for the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, in case anything happened on the surface and the director’s safety was compromised. The secret floor had never been used, so the director put it to use as his base of operations when planning Hardy’s missions. The director could conduct official business in his office above ground and take a short elevator ride to meet with Hardy.

The elevator came to a halt and the doors opened. Hardy slipped past the doors before they had fully opened and moved toward the Operation’s Room, which had been named the OR. The OR was on the other side of the floor. He strode past small cubicles on either side of him. Coming to a ‘T’ in the floor plan, he turned left and walked down a narrow hallway. There were two rooms on the left that served as offices and two rooms on the right; the first one was the OR. The second one was Director Jameson’s office. As Hardy approached the OR, Charity strolled out of her office, directly across from the OR.

“Jameson wants to meet with us as soon as possible. I heard you coming and sent him a text.”

Hardy gave her a quick nod and walked into the OR. He took a few steps straight ahead and sat in a chair at the left end of a long conference table. On the walls to his left and right as well as straight ahead, were several large monitors. In the right corner, there were several telephones hardwired and secure for conversations with the outside world. In front of every station, built into the table, were a small monitor, keyboard and computer.

Feeling the chill from his icy glare, Charity bristled. Is he upset with me or something else? A month ago, she had met Hardy when she was in the witness protection program. His actions had been instrumental in saving her life from armed men intent on killing her. Once the threat to her life had passed, Director Jameson offered her a job working for him, serving as Hardy’s information specialist. Charity was highly skilled in the field of information technology. Her responsibility was to provide the necessary technical details of each mission and assist him with gathering intelligence.

After some basic training at the FBI Academy, Charity joined the team. She had worked with Hardy on a couple of missions prior to their current assignment. The two had gotten off to a rough start, and she was aware of Hardy’s displeasure with Jameson’s decision to bring her onboard, citing her lack of maturity and experience. She had overheard an argument between the two men. Hardy’s exact words had been, ‘I can’t believe you want me to trust someone who is so young and inexperienced—this is my life we are talking about.’

Charity heard the elevator chime. Footfalls thumped off the carpet. The Director walked fast and took long strides. She glanced at her clothes, a navy blue suit—the skirt’s hem stopping above her knees—white blouse and blue one-inch high-heeled shoes. As the new person to the team, she was self-conscious of her appearance. She stepped back into her office and glanced at her reflection in the office window to confirm her shoulder-length dark hair, tinged red, was in place. Her eyes were dark and large, set beneath dark eyebrows that followed the curvature of her round eyes. Eyeglasses with red plastic frames rested on her slender, short nose. Her mouth was wide and paired with full lips that Charity loved to color with red lipstick.

The twenty-two-year-old exited her office and crossed the hall. Standing five-feet, six-inches tall and weighing one hundred and fifteen pounds, she had a slim figure that moved gracefully. She entered the OR and took a seat across from Hardy. Seconds later, her boss appeared in the doorway.

At age fifty, Phillip Jameson was a man who defied the aging process. He was five-feet, eleven-inches tall and weighed a fit one hundred and ninety pounds. Regularly lifting weights and jogging, he was in excellent physical condition. He was bald and wore rounded, rectangular eyeglasses with thick black frames. His attire had become synonymous with his rock-steady leadership skills. He always wore a black suit with a white shirt and red tie. The shade and print of the tie changed, but the color was always red. Lastly, his black shoes never showed any defects. The smooth polished surface reflected even the tiniest amount of light.

Before becoming the director of the FBI, Jameson built a career in the agency by following orders, obeying the rules and making sure his superiors received all of the credit. Because of his hard work, others in the agency noticed him and wanted him on their team, quickly promoting him. As the director, he expected the same level of commitment from those who worked for him. He also expected them to obey his orders and the rules. If agents followed his directions, Jameson would stand in front of them and take any disciplinary action that was coming to them. He was tough, but fair.

Crossing the threshold of the door, Jameson headed for his chair. The spring in his step was almost gone. He had opened the door to his office at seven thirty this morning and had not left the building all day. He was physically tired, but his mind was sharp. Truthfully, he did not mind working long hours. No one was waiting for him at home.

Jameson’s wife had passed away five years ago, a victim of breast cancer. She was in her mid-forties. She had battled the disease for nearly two years before losing the fight. Before her death, he had taken a six-month leave of absence to be with her. The loss of his wife of more than twenty-five years had crushed him. To make matters worse, he had not spoken to their only child, since before his wife was diagnosed with cancer. With no one to talk to, confide in, he was alone.

Jameson had stayed home from work for more than two weeks after his wife died. He could not function, mentally. He started consuming more alcohol than usual and some days did not even get out of bed. Halfway through week number three, he closed the door on the medicine cabinet and saw his reflection in the mirror. Having not shaved or attended to his personal grooming for two weeks, he did not recognize the man staring back at him. If his wife had been alive, she would not have recognized him either. The next day, Jameson was back at work, having made a commitment to his deceased wife. He would carry on and become a better man for having known and loved her.

“Okay, let’s get to it.” Jameson passed Hardy and sat at the head of the table, Hardy to his right, Charity to his left. “I’ve got an early morning meeting with the President and I need answers.” He leaned back in his chair and interlocked his fingers behind his head. “What happened in New York?” He glanced at Charity before his eyes settled on Hardy.

For the next fifteen minutes, Hardy and Charity took turns outlining the surveillance incident in New York.

Jameson leaned forward in his chair, clasped his hands together and set them on the table. “Do you think Sayed was the victim of a mugging?”

Hardy slowly shook his head back and forth. “I don’t think so, sir. I found a wad of cash in his pocket. It wasn’t much, but a thief would have easily found it.” Hardy paused. “Plus, Sayed didn’t look like a robbery victim. There would have been signs of a struggle. There were no marks on his face, indicating he had been struck by his attacker. And, his hands showed no signs that he fought back, either. He was fully clothed and sitting on the toilet.”

“So, what do you think happened?”

“My gut tells me this was a professional hit.”

“What makes you say that?”

Hardy grabbed a pitcher on the table and filled a glass with water. He took a drink and set the glass on the table. “There were two bullet wounds,” he tapped his chest, “right over the heart and another bullet wound in the head—in the eye. Any one of those shots would have killed Sayed. The fact that the killer took the time to put two more rounds into him tells me he wanted to make sure Sayed was dead. A mugger wants money and only shoots if he is forced to shoot. And, those shots are not going to be that accurate.”

“Who would want Sayed dead? He’s the one who’s plotting to kill innocent Americans.” Jameson shook his head. “I don’t know, Hardy. I see your point, but without more evidence, I don’t think we can pursue that angle.”

Charity joined the conversation. “Now that we have Sayed’s phone, I can see if there’s any information on it that would point us to his killer. Plus, I’ve already begun gathering video footage from outside Goodmans. Maybe something there will give us a snapshot of someone coming or going from the bar. It will take some time to pour over the footage and isolate the images, but something may come of it.”

Hardy reached for the water glass. “If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know.” He took a sip. “I am not as good as you with computers, but if you show me what to do, I can punch keys, too.”

Charity nodded before turning toward Jameson. “Sir, I need to know what your priority is. Do you want me to focus on Sayed’s phone or finding his killer? Both of them are going to take a fair amount of time.”

Jameson glanced at his agents. They appeared exhausted. They had been following Sayed day and night for almost three days. Charity slipped her fingers under her glasses and rubbed her eyes before massaging the bridge of her nose. “You two look worn out. When was the last time either of you got a full night’s sleep?”

Hardy and Charity glimpsed each other, but said nothing.

“That’s what I thought.” Jameson stood. “I want both of you to go home and get some sleep. I’ll turn this,” he held up Sayed’s mobile, “over to an agent upstairs. I want you fresh and ready to go when we find something. And, when that happens, I have a feeling things are going to move fast.” He had taken only a couple of steps toward the door when Hardy called to him.

“Sir, could I have a moment?”

Jameson nodded his head at Charity. “Would you excuse us, please?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied. Closing the door on her way out, she crossed the hall, a bad feeling sneaking into her stomach, the feeling that she was the topic of the conversation. Maybe she was a bit too self-conscious, but she was uneasy around Hardy. It took time for people to build good working relationships. She knew that. Is he ever going to see me as a competent co-worker? She sat at her desk, her mind rehashing the numerous conflicts with him. A minute later, she shrugged her shoulders. The best thing I can do is my job. She focused her attention on the computer screen, attempting to drown out the conversation, taking place across the hall.

Several minutes passed and she found herself rereading the same sentences. The voices coming from the OR were getting louder, and she thought she heard her name. She went to the door. Closing it, she heard Hardy: “I don’t understand why she’s here. Couldn’t you have found someone else with the same expertise?” Charity closed the door and shuffled back to her desk.

“I’ve told you before, Hardy. She’s amazing when it comes to computers and technology. And, she breezed through all of the FBI’s background checks, earning her an extremely high security clearance. She is well-suited for this job and I have no doubts that, if given enough time, Cherry will become a valuable asset to this team.”

Cherry was a nickname she had asked to be called, shortly after coming to work for Jameson. She did not elaborate on how she had gotten the nickname, only that her family and close friends used it.

“That’s just it, sir,” Hardy threw up his hands, “How much time is it going to take for her to learn her job? How many times is my life going to be at risk during her learning curve?” Hardy was tired. He was tired from the mission and tired of having this conversation with Jameson—again. He felt burned out. He was not going to win this battle. He decided to let it go—again.

Hardy was out of line; however, knowing his agent was exhausted, Jameson ignored it. “Cherry is part of this team. She’s not going anywhere. The sooner you come to grips with that, the better.” He opened the door and looked back. “Go home, Hardy, and get some rest.” As he walked by Charity’s office, he glanced inside. Charity was working at her computer. He was sure she had overheard most of the conversation with Hardy. Hardy was not wrong. She was young and inexperienced, but Jameson was confident he had made the right decision when he hired her.

A few minutes later, Hardy left the OR and headed for the elevator. He ignored Charity. It was not on purpose. He was worn out, physically. His mind had not stopped thinking about Sayed and the man who had killed him. There was a terrorist cell getting ready to go active in the Northeast and time was short. Hardy was concerned that if the leader of the cell found out about Sayed’s death, the timetable for the attack would be moved up. Sayed’s killer had destroyed Hardy’s only lead in finding the cell leader. Sayed’s phone had to reveal something before it was too late. Hardy stepped into the elevator, punched in his security code and the elevator doors closed.

Charity heard the elevator doors shut. She was alone. Her physical isolation was tolerable, but her emotional solitude weighed on her. She remembered her days in high school. Having been a kid, who related better to computers than people, her classmates had picked on her. As a result, she withdrew into a world of bits and bytes and internet protocols. After graduating and distancing herself from her immature peers, she blossomed. She stepped away from the computer and entered the real world, interacting with others on a personal level. People she met were drawn to her infectious smile and her positive attitude. They had no clue of the personal internal struggle that had taken place for years.

Charity felt her stomach churn, while a lump formed in her throat. This was how it had started years ago when kids said cruel things to her face. She had never been one who stood up for herself. No, she pushed the hurt feelings deeper and retreated to her safety net—computers. Removing her eyeglasses and setting them on the desk, she plucked a tissue from a square box before plopping her head onto her crossed forearms. Seconds later, her shoulders moved up and down and muffled sobs filled the office.

 


Chapter 3: The Flats

11:53 p.m.; the Flats at Dupont Circle Apartments

 

 

Before Hardy had closed the apartment door, he heard running water, coming from across the room. He eased the doorknob back to its original position, drew his pistol and laid his jacket on the floor. His apartment was small, less than one thousand square feet. From this vantage point, he could see the kitchen. No one was in it. Looking straight ahead, he confirmed the combined dining area and living room were empty, too. He leaned his head around the corner to his left. His bedroom door was open, but he could not see inside the room. The bathroom was across from the bedroom. Hardy lived alone. No one was supposed to be here. Both hands on the pistol, he crept closer to the bathroom. Steam rolled over the partially open door. The water stopped running before the shower curtain slid along the overhead bar. He sidestepped to his right, took a position at the corner of the bedroom. He saw the mirror above the bathroom sink. He raised his pistol higher, the front sight lined up with the mirror; a bare arm flashed across the foggy surface. Moments later, the intruder came into view when a hand swiped across the mirror several times. Hardy stared into the eyes of the intruder, who shrieked and jumped backwards.

Naked, FBI Special Agent Raychel Elisa DelaCruz scrambled for a bath towel. “You scared me half to death.”

Hardy holstered his pistol and leaned against the wall before folding his arms across his chest. When the woman appeared, she had the bath towel wrapped around her body. Her fingers fumbled with the towel ends above her right breast.

“I suppose you got an eyeful, didn’t you?”

Hardy grinned.

“It would’ve been nice if you’d announced your presence.” She closed the distance between them. Placing a hand on his chest, she went to her tiptoes and kissed him. Turning her head, she pressed her left cheek against his chest and hugged him. “Even though I’m mad at you right now, it’s good to see you.”

Hardy wrapped his arms around her, feeling her soft shoulders. “You know, Cruz,”—In the military, her fellow soldiers shortened her name to Cruz, joking that her full name was too difficult to say. To this day, those close to her called her Cruz—“Living alone, I don’t expect to find someone taking a shower when I come home.” He lowered his head and inhaled—strawberries. “So, why are you showering at my place?”

“The plumbers,” she mumbled, her face buried in his chest, “are doing some repair work at my house and they keep shutting off the water. It was just easier to come over here.” After a pause, she added, “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” he said, running his fingers down her bare arm and thinking about the first time they met.

Three months ago, Hardy was in the hospital after the explosion at the tavern in Washington, D.C. Cruz had been sent to question him about the blast. When he opened his eyes, she was leaning over his bed. The tip of her dark brown ponytail fell over her shoulder and almost touched his arm. She had the most beautiful set of dark brown eyes he had ever seen. Her long face with high cheekbones and perfect complexion was even more attractive. She had captured his heart without ever saying a word.

Cruz sighed heavily and pushed her body away from him. Tilting her head backward, she gazed into his eyes. They were red and his eyelids were half closed. He was sleep-deprived. She put both hands on his chest and gestured toward the living room. “Go lie down and relax. I’ll join you after I’m dressed.” She kissed him again before slinking toward the bathroom.

Hardy watched her. She had wrapped the bath towel tightly around her body. He marveled at the silhouette of her five-feet, eight-inch figure. The towel curved inward at her waist and gradually rolled outward, over her hips, before stopping at her well-toned calf muscles. When she had disappeared into the bathroom, he sloughed into the living room. He sat on the couch and his lungs expelled a long, heavy sigh. He dragged his hands down his face, stopping when his fingertips touched his chin. Leaning to the left, he stretched out and waited for Cruz.

She only took a few minutes to dry her hair before putting on a pair of pink satin shorts and a white tank-top shirt with lace ruffles; however, when she entered the living room, she found Hardy lying on the couch, and in a deep sleep. Her shoulders sagged. Walking past him, she picked up a blue and silver fleece blanket and unfolded it. She glanced at the blanket and crinkled her nose. Having grown up in Dalhart, Texas, she was a lifelong Dallas Cowboys fan. She found it difficult to cover Hardy with the Detroit Lions blanket; however, the Lions were his favorite football team. Carefully bringing the edge of the blanket to his chin, she smiled and glanced at the Lions logo. I’ll have to do something about this someday.

She slid her body down the couch cushion, until she was sitting on her hip, her knees against the bottom of the couch and her ankles touching her smooth satin shorts. Putting her elbow on the edge of the couch cushion, she rested her head on the palm of her hand and observed Hardy’s chest slowly rise and fall. Listening to the deep breaths, she felt at peace. She had not seen him in three days and, even though she would have preferred to talk to him, she was content to be near him, in his presence. She watched him for almost an hour before her drooping eyelids forced her to retreat to the bedroom.

Standing at the side of Hardy’s bed, Cruz reflected on the long hours he worked. He was gone for days at a time and she never knew when she would see him. Normally, such a work schedule would have been a death knell for a relationship; however, she had spent many years of her adult life working hard to advance in her career. She had dated many men, but those relationships had failed when the men became intimidated by her intelligence and drive for excellence. Sometimes, she felt as if she had pushed them away. In a way, maybe she had pushed them away by spending so much time at work.

Dropping to her knees, she felt her relationship with Hardy was different. They understood each other. She knew his job, working for the President, was dangerous. She had seen danger, too, but it was not nearly as extreme as what Hardy had faced—and would continue to face—on missions. She worried every time he left. Even though she and Hardy were not married, Cruz empathized with the wives of police officers, not knowing if their husbands would return home at night. She put her elbows on the bed and folded her hands, praying as she did every night. The posture, though childish, made her feel a little closer to her mother, who had taught her to pray in this manner.

A few seconds later, she touched her forehead, chest and left and right shoulder with the fingertips of her right hand, making the ‘sign of the cross.’ Touching the fingertips of her folded hands to her lips, she recited prayers.

Five minutes later, she interlocked her fingers and put her hands to her forehead. Her voice barely above a whisper, she prayed. “Protect Aaron, Lord, and keep him safe from all harm, while he does your will, protecting your people, the people of this great nation, which you called into existence. I pray all these things through Christ, our Lord, Amen.” Cruz made the ‘sign of the cross,’ stood and threw back the covers of the bed. Sliding under the sheets and letting her head fall onto the pillow, she stared at the ceiling unable to let go of her worries. Closing her eyes, she hoped she would get to talk with Hardy before she left, but she doubted that would happen. Tomorrow was her first day back to work and she needed to get an early start.

 


Chapter 4: Dahlia

11:59 p.m.; New York City

 

 

The top-floor studio apartment in lower Manhattan was small, but it was sufficient. Inside the front door and to the right were a small kitchen/dining area. A coat closet was across the entryway. A common living and sleeping area was combined and located straight ahead, occupying a majority of the apartment space. On the other side of the common area was a large bank of windows with a sliding glass door that led to a small balcony. Past the coat closet, at the end of the wall, was the bathroom.

Dahlia slipped a metal hanger—her overcoat draped around it—over the horizontal bar in the closet. Closing the door, she pinched the inside zipper of her left thigh boot and slid the zipper below her knee. She crossed her left leg over her right knee before continuing to slide the zipper down to her ankle. The tall shaft of the boot flopped outward, as she pushed the rest of the boot off her foot. She went through the same procedure to remove the other boot, leaving them lay wherever they fell. She unbuttoned her black mini skirt. Wiggling her hips, she pushed the tiny article of clothing over her bare skin, letting it drop to the floor. She stepped out of the skirt, curled her arms around her body and lifted her red sweater over her head before pulling her arms out of the sleeves and tossing aside the sweater, inside out.

Wearing only a black bra—barely covering her breasts—and black thong underwear, she stepped over the discarded clothing and headed for the bathroom. Having left the comfort and warmth of the plush rug, she scurried across the cold hardwood floor, only stopping briefly to push the ‘up’ button on the thermostat several times.

The thirty-two-year-old woman had a tall, athletic body that showed no signs the aging process had caught up with her. Her skin was tight and smooth. The only part of her anatomy that moved was the tight muscles of her butt. The lights from the living room highlighted a small tattoo on the back of her right shoulder; a red rose in full bloom with the words, ‘In Loving Memory of’ above and ‘Jean Marie’ below. A date was tattooed beneath the bottommost part of the tattoo.

Dahlia used the facilities and washed her hands. She grabbed a silk robe from the back of the door before leaving the bathroom. Making her way to the living room, she slipped into the red silk robe and cinched it at the waist. The robe’s sleeves stopped an inch below her elbows, while the hem rose above her knees.

In the living room, she made sure her laptop computer and printer were on. Tapping the screen on her cell phone a few times, she sent a document to the printer before setting the phone on the desk and ambling into the kitchen. Over her shoulder, the printer started the warm-up process before printing out a single sheet of paper. She placed a mug of cold water in the microwave and set the timer for three minutes.

On her way to the sliding glass door, she picked up the sheet of paper from the printer tray, along with a black marker and a roll of adhesive tape. She stared at the paper, while she approached the glass windows to the right of the door.

On the window, arranged in a square, were the pictures of four men. Two index cards with question marks on them had been placed in the center. Dahlia stuck the marker in her mouth before taping the sheet of paper to the window, to the right of the other men. Biting the cap, she tugged and the marker separated with a ‘pop.’ She drew an ‘X’ over the face of the man in the upper-left part of the square. She drew a big question mark on the sheet of paper she had taped to the window, below the image of a man’s face. Putting the cap on the marker, she slipped the tape and the marker into the pocket of her robe and stepped backwards. She folded her arms in front of her chest and gazed at the photos of the men.

Two minutes later, the microwave stopped running and emitted a long, single ‘beep.’ The sound broke her concentration. Opening the sliding glass door, she walked out onto the balcony, leaned over and placed her forearms on the railing. The wind raced up her legs and under the robe. Goosebumps formed on her arms, but she fought the urge to seek shelter. When she was in New York, this was her favorite place.

Dahlia’s apartment overlooked the Hudson River. From her balcony, she could see the Statue of Liberty to her left; it was lit and beautiful. The Jersey City Skyline was directly across from her. The river was calm and the bright lights from the New Jersey buildings rushed to meet her, crossing the water’s glassy surface. She tilted her head backwards, closed her eyes and breathed in the cold night air. Her long, bleach blonde hair flew in whatever direction the wind blew it. Dahlia put her right foot on top of the other foot. Off in the distance, she heard the horn of a small boat, most likely a fishing vessel. Despite the cold, it was a peaceful night. Her feet traded places, while she tucked her hands into the robe’s sleeves, closed her eyes and listened to the sounds of the night. Waves crashed against the shoreline. Another horn blared. The wind carried the smell of the water below. She breathed deeply, not caring about the past and not thinking about the danger that lay ahead. She wanted more of the present, but her bare feet could no longer withstand the biting temperature and she scurried back inside the apartment.

One hour later, Dahlia drained the last of the black tea from her mug. She started to push her chair away from the desk, but her eye caught a glimpse of a picture and she stopped. As if using a pair of tweezers, she caught the visible corner between her index and middle finger and plucked it from underneath some papers. Holding the picture of her father and mother, she subconsciously placed her free hand on her shoulder, her fingertips touching the tattoo.

Dahlia’s love for her mother went deeper than simply love for a parent. Dahlia had always had a wild side to her personality and that part of her had gotten her into trouble on many occasions. Her mother had been her confidant, someone who had the ability to listen to her and set her feet back on the correct path.

During her teenage years when she was struggling to break free of her youth and grow into adulthood, Dahlia had gotten involved with the wrong people. She was heading down a path to juvenile delinquency. If it had not been for her mother, she may have been in jail at this very moment. In her early twenties, starting a new job, she angered the wrong people, who threatened to end her career before it had even begun. She sought her mother’s advice and those words of wisdom saved her again.

Sliding her thumb over the picture, Dahlia smiled, remembering the numerous talks she had with her mother. She also remembered how she had felt after those talks—Peaceful. Right now, Dahlia would have given anything for one more conversation with her mother, one more chance to hear her mother’s voice. There would be no more conversations, however. Dahlia sniffed sharply, removed her hand from her shoulder and swiped it across her left cheek before rubbing her eyes.

Many years ago, when her mother had needed her the most, Dahlia had not been there. She had been so absorbed in her own life that she did not even find out about her mother’s condition, until it was too late. Dahlia swallowed hard, trying to ram her feelings down her throat. She had carried the guilt with her ever since her mother’s death. She carefully placed the picture on the desk.

Dahlia stood, yawned and stretched her arms over her head, still looking at the picture. Having already shut off all of the lights in her apartment, the illumination from the screen of her computer shone like a spotlight on the image. Shutting down her laptop, she forced herself to turn away, as the last vestiges of light faded. Behind her, sat a pullout futon, always set up for sleeping—the covers unmade. She took off her robe and carefully put it on a nearby chair. Beams of light from the Jersey City Skyline slipped past the edges of the drawn curtains, silhouetting Dahlia’s nearly naked side profile on the wall opposite the drawn curtains. She brought her hands together between her breasts, unfastened the bra and threw it onto the bed before slipping out of her underwear, leaving them on the floor.

Once in bed, she drew the covers to her chin. She moved her feet up and down several times against the sheets, warming them. Turning to her left side, she forced her mind to think of something other than her mother. Her mind found another subject, focusing on the man she had met—she chuckled, or ran into—at Goodmans. She remembered looking into his deep blue eyes and being taken by surprise, while unfamiliar feelings flooded her body; feelings she had thought she had buried a long time ago. Under the covers, the corners of her mouth curled upward and she saw the man’s face and eyes in her mind. She felt the strength in his arms. Her eyelids drooped. Maybe, I’m human after all. A few moments later, still thinking of the man, Dahlia fell asleep.

 


Chapter 5: Well Rested

October 30th; Washington, D.C.

 

 

Hardy’s eyes popped open and he propped himself on his elbows. Behind him, the sun was shining through the partially open windows. He snapped his head to the left. The kitchen and dining area were empty. He blinked his eyes a few times and shook his head. Cruz. Throwing off the fleece blanket, he stood and scampered to the bedroom; it was empty. The bedcovers were nicely made, and two pillows rested perfectly against the headboard. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of the mirror in the bathroom. He smiled. The night before was coming back to him. For a moment, he thought last night had been a dream; however, the image of Special Agent Cruz’s bare chest and the well-made bed told him otherwise. He hardly ever made his bed. When he did, it was not as nicely made as it was now.

Walking toward the kitchen, Hardy rubbed his face. He stopped halfway to the kitchen and stretched his arms and legs. They felt stiff, but well rested. He noticed a folded piece of paper on the floor in the living room. His name was on it.

Hardy walked to the couch and scooped up the note. Hardy—I’m sorry I couldn’t stay a little longer this morning. Today is my first day back to work and I wanted to get in early. Thanks for letting me crash at your place. I hope it wasn’t too much trouble. I might be back again tonight or tomorrow, depending on what happens at my house. It was good seeing you. I wish we could have talked more, but I understand. Be careful and I’ll see you soon. —Cruz. She finished by drawing a smiley face after her name. Hardy’s lips curled up when he re-read the last line. ‘Be careful’ had been her parting words to him almost from the beginning of their relationship. She worried about him and deep inside he liked having someone care for him.

Hardy placed the note on the kitchen table before retrieving a mug from the cabinet and filling it with water. Opening the microwave door, he paused. He took a long drink, set the cup on the counter and disappeared into his bedroom.

A few minutes later, he was dressed in a pair of sweatpants, Detroit Lions t-shirt and a pair of white tennis shoes. A towel hung over his shoulder. He was tugging on the second of two fingerless gloves. Apartment keys dangled from his pinky. Leaving the apartment, he headed for the building’s fitness center. It had been a few days since he had exercised and he was not sure he would get another chance in the near future. Jameson’s words bounced around in Hardy’s mind—And, when that happens, I have a feeling things are going to move fast.

Forty-five minutes later, Hardy was in the middle of his last set of reps on the leg machine when his phone rang. Without stopping, he picked up the phone, checked the time—8:11—and put the phone to his ear. “Hardy,” he grunted, while his lower legs rotated out and up, lifting the stack of weights behind him.

“Hardy, it’s Jameson. We got something from Sayed’s phone. How soon can you be here?”

Hardy calculated the time he needed to shower and change clothes. “I’ll be there in half an hour—forty-five minutes at the most.”

“Have Cherry let me know when you arrive.” Not waiting for a reply, Jameson disconnected the call.

 


Chapter 6: Woman

8:48 a.m.; FBI Building, Fourth Floor Underground

 

 

Hardy rounded the corner and looked through the window of Charity’s office. She was fixated on her laptop. He wondered when she had come into the office this morning. “Good morning,” he said, walking into the OR, taking his usual seat at the conference table. He had stopped to get a cup of coffee and a bagel. Setting his cup on the table, he took a big bite of the plain blueberry bagel—just the way he liked it. Charity walked past him.

She placed her laptop on the table and sat across from him. “I got to thinking last night about our hit man from the bar. Maybe we’ve been too narrow-minded in our search parameters.” She glanced away from her laptop and raised a forefinger. “What if—” Hardy was staring at her; his mouth was full of food, but he was not chewing. She cocked her head. “What?”

He swallowed. “Did you get any sleep last night?” He did a double take at her clothes. She was wearing the same outfit she had on the day before and her hair was flat to her head, locks of hair protruded from different areas. “For that matter, did you even leave here?”

Self-conscious about her appearance, Charity combed her hair with her fingers and straightened her clothes as best she could. “I fell asleep in my office, but woke up a few hours later. My mind was bothered by something.” Lost in her thoughts again, she forgot about her personal grooming. “What if we missed the person who took Sayed’s phone, because we were looking for a man?”

Hardy leaned forward and pushed the coffee across the table, until the paper cup peeked at Charity from around her laptop. “What do you mean?”

Charity saw the cup. She gaped at it as if she had never seen one before. She peered over the laptop.

“You need that more than I do.” Hardy shoved the last of the bagel into his mouth.

Charity stopped what she was doing and grabbed the cup with both hands. Lifting it to her nose, she closed her eyes and smelled the aroma before tilting the cup toward her waiting and eager lips. Taking a slow sip, followed by a second and third sip, she lost her train of thought. This is good. She dragged out the last word. The taste lingered on her tongue. Glancing at Hardy, she mulled over the kind gesture. He gave up his coffee for me. Last night, he argued with Jameson and left without even acknowledging me. Today…he does this. Not knowing what to make of his behavior, she put the past behind her and started fresh. “Thank you.” Her voice was barely audible.

Hardy nodded his head and swallowed. “If I’d known you were planning a sleepover, I’d have gotten you some breakfast, too.” He pointed his chin at her. “You were saying.”

Charity took one last drink and nodded her head emphatically, placing the cup on the table as if it was a precious commodity. “Where was I?”

“You said something about looking for a man, instead of—”

“Oh, yes, that’s right. All this time, we’ve—I’ve—been searching the video footage for a man. What if it was a woman who killed Sayed and took his phone?”

Hardy leaned back in his chair, interlocked his fingers behind his head and stared at the wall. Her theory was something he had not considered.

“I mean it’s not that far of a stretch to think that a woman could have pulled this off. She could have charmed her way close to Sayed and taken him by surprise.” Charity’s fingers glided across the laptop keys. “So, to that end, I went back over the video footage from last night and found instances where four different female figures were near that trash receptacle right before Sayed’s phone stopped moving.” With a forceful stroke on the laptop’s touchpad, she added, “Take a look at this.”

Hardy moved around behind her. The laptop’s screen was divided into four smaller screens, each one showing a different image.

Charity pointed. “These two here, I was able to input their images into facial recognition software; they’re nobody’s—ordinary people with normal jobs, just out on the town, having fun,” she flung a hand into the air, “whatever.” She touched the third split-screen. “This one here, I haven’t been able—”

“That one,” Hardy pointed at the fourth quadrant, showing a woman with long bleach blonde hair, “What about her? Were you able to get anything on the blonde?”

Charity followed his finger. “Ah, you mean our mystery woman.” She tapped the touchpad a couple of times and images appeared. “I found several individual stills from different cameras in the area.”

Hardy rose to his full height. “Tell me you got—”

“And, not one of those stills showed a clear picture of her face. It was almost as if—”

“She knew exactly where the cameras were and intentionally turned away at the right time.”

“Exactly,” said Charity, pivoting back to the computer.

Hardy leaned forward and scanned the images. “The second one from the left,” he pointed, “can you make it bigger?”

Charity enlarged the image, but it became blurry. “That’s the best I can do, while maintaining some kind of clarity.”

“That’s good enough.” Hardy studied the image, while slowly nodding his head.

Charity rolled her eyes toward him. “Do you know her?”

“Yes and no,” he replied. Hardy stared. Even though the photo was grainy, he could clearly see the woman was wearing a short black mini skirt under a black overcoat. He also caught a glimpse of red under the coat and above her skirt. The long bleach blonde hair was the final clue. He walked to his chair and stood behind it. Resting his crossed forearms on the chair’s back, he pointed at Charity. “You know her, too. She’s the woman I bumped into at Goodmans.”

“I do?” Charity frowned, thinking of how she would know the woman. She raised her eyebrows. “You mean that sexy, sultry voice I heard over the radio belonged to her?”

Hardy nodded.

“Do you think she had something to do with Sayed’s death?”

Hardy thought for a moment, re-living the moment in the bar. He shook his head. “I’m not sure, but my gut tells me, yes. She looked like someone out on the town trying to pick up men, but there was something different about her. Beneath her beauty, charm and feminine wiles, she had a…a cold and determined demeanor. I’ve seen that same look in the eyes of many hardened men…killers.” He paused. “Now, that I think about it, I saw that in her eyes, as I held her in my arms.”

Charity’s eyes widened and she tilted her head slightly. “You held her in your arms?”

Realizing the implications of his words, he waved a hand at her. “It’s not what you think.”

Charity was about to say something cute, but she heard the elevator door open and turned back to the laptop. “I’ll run her voice from that conversation through my computer and see if I can get any hits on her speech pattern. I wouldn’t hold my breath, but it may turn up something.”

Director Jameson heard the last part of their conversation, as he entered the OR. Sitting at the end of the table, he eyed Charity. “What have you got?”

Charity told Jameson everything she had discovered, and Hardy followed up with his observations about the woman from the bar.

Jameson slowly nodded his head, staring at the table in front of him. “That’s an interesting theory, Cherry; however, without any concrete evidence to back it up, we’ll have to put it on the back burner. Only pursue that lead when you have dead time.” He held Sayed’s phone in his hand. “Our top priority is coming up with a plan to deal with this.”

Hardy, who had been standing behind his chair, spun it around and sat. “What did we find?”

Charity took a drink of coffee and leaned forward.

“Our tech guys upstairs hacked into a Gmail account that had been activated less than a week ago. There were no messages sent or received during that time; however, there was a message in the draft folder,” Jameson took out a piece of paper from his pocket and opened it, “that read, ‘Allah be praised. All of you should be proud. Your time has come.’ There is a date, a time and an address.” He handed the paper to Hardy.

Hardy read it again. “Smart,” he said. “That’s what I would have done, too—only use the draft folder and never send out any messages. Only the people who have access to the account can see any communications.” Hardy slid the paper to Charity and checked the date on his phone. “So, it’s going down at nine o’clock tonight. Do we know what’s at that address?”

Jameson opened his mouth to answer, but Charity beat him to it.

“There’s a two-story house in a nice little neighborhood, just north of Bedford Hills.” She had brought up the address on her laptop. “There are several houses nearby and a lot of trees. It’s going to be tough to get eyes on that place.”

Jameson pointed at her. “But, that’s exactly what I need you to do, Cherry. We have less than twelve hours to come up with a plan and be in place before these people begin arriving at that location,” he gestured at the note, “if that’s what’s going to happen. Sayed was one of them. We don’t know how many more there are, but we need to be ready.”

Hardy looked up. “Sir, I think we need more manpower on this.”

Jameson shook his head. “I don’t want to bring in any local police. We don’t know what these people are up to, and I want to keep this quiet, until we know what they’re planning.”

“I’m not talking about the police. Where’s AR-1?” Hardy was referring to a three-person team Jameson had put together to support Hardy when he was on missions. Tom Henderson was the team leader and one of the best snipers Hardy had ever seen in action. Eva Draper was the medical specialist and Tyler Pendleton was an expert in explosives. All of them were former Special Forces operators and had extensive training in weapon’s handling, covert assaults and search and rescue. In fact, the ‘AR’ in AR-1 stood for Assault and Rescue.

Standing, Jameson retrieved his phone from his coat pocket and tapped the screen. “I’ll have them here within the hour. They need to be a part of this, too.”

 


Chapter 7: Assault

8:51 p.m.; Bedford Hills, New York

 

 

Two blocks away from the target house, Hardy sat in the passenger seat of a black Chevrolet Tahoe. Eva Draper was behind the wheel. A computer on Hardy’s lap showed a live video feed of the front and back of the property. Henderson and Tyler were on the other side of the house and had access to the same feeds.

Six hours earlier, Hardy and Draper had posed as satellite/cable repair technicians and attached a video camera to the satellite dish on the home across the street from the one on the computer screen. Henderson and Tyler had done the same thing at a residence on the backside of the target. The teams had a complete view of the entire perimeter, except for a small area on the northwest corner of the structure. From Washington, D.C., Charity was seeing and recording the live action.

In the darkness of the SUV, Hardy’s face glowed from the computer screen. The blacked out windows hid the light from passersby. He had to give Charity credit. She had spotted the satellite dishes and came up with the plan. She had found the two best locations for the surveillance equipment, and dug up every piece of information she could on the homeowners. The first house belonged to a man who was away on business. He had recently used his credit card to make a purchase in California, so no one was home. The second house was for sale and no one was living in it. Anyone seeing a repair technician on the roof would assume the new homeowners would be moving in soon and wanted television service available when they arrived. Both teams could watch the house from a safe distance without drawing unnecessary attention.

Draper leaned to the right to get a better view of the screen. “So, do you think the Lions have a shot at winning the division this year?” Draper was twenty-seven years old and stood five-feet, three-inches tall. Her black hair was cut short, stopping at her neck, an inch below the collar of her shirt. The bangs covered her forehead and ended at her eyebrows. Even though she was in her late twenties, her petite facial features gave her the look of a woman ten years younger.

Having grown up in the same state as Hardy, Draper and he had made an instant connection. They were die-hard fans of the Detroit Lions, suffering through many years of disappointment, while the team lost game after game. Draper was glad Hardy had wanted her on his team. The two of them worked well together and had good conversations during the lull times of a mission. Since they had been in the same vehicle for the last six hours, watching a computer screen, this constituted a lull time. When Hardy did not respond, she nudged him. “Halfway through the season and we’re playing five hundred ball.”

Hardy remained motionless. “Four and four is not exactly where I was hoping the team would be at this point.” He shook his head when the team’s last game came to mind. “The defense is playing well, holding opponents to less than ten points a game. Once again, the offense can’t seem to score any points.”

“Well, that’s what happens when you lose one of the best wide receivers ever to play the game. That’s a lot of production to have to make up.”

Hardy shrugged. “What about last season when he was still playing and the team couldn’t score?” He raised his eyebrows and waited. Before she could say anything, Henderson’s voice came through their earpieces.

“If you two really want to talk football, then I suggest we talk Patriots and their dominance in the league.” Henderson was a huge New England Patriots fan. To prove his loyalty, he always wore a Patriot’s t-shirt beneath his tactical shirt.

Draper rolled her eyes. “Don’t get me started on the Patriots, Henderson. You call it dominance. Others—”

“Look alive everyone.” Hardy had turned back to the laptop. “We have a car pulling into the driveway. Are you seeing this, Charity?”

“I’m here.” Charity was glad the football chatter would now end. She did not enjoy the game as much as her teammates did. “As soon as I get a shot of the plates, I’ll run them.”

“Good,” said Hardy.

The car stopped and the brake lights remained lit. Two flashes of white were emitted from below them when the driver put the vehicle in ‘park.’ The man got out, closed the door and hurried to the front door. The car’s headlights illuminated him in the darkness. He approached the front door and stood, waiting. The headlights from the car shut off. Moments later, he opened the door, walked inside and shut the door.

Hardy stroked his chin. “Charity, run back that footage and see if you spot anything inside the house when the door was open.”

A minute passed, while she scanned the video. “It was too dark. I couldn’t see anything.”

The teams waited another three minutes before another vehicle, a taxicab, parked in the driveway. A person emerged from the backseat and handed something to the driver. The taxi backed up and left. The man went to the front door and waited. A few moments later, he went inside.

Less than a minute later, a third vehicle arrived. The driver parked alongside the first car. Standing at the front door, he touched something to the right of the doorknob and waited. After a few seconds, he tapped it again. He hit it a third time before opening the door and entering the house.

“That’s odd,” said Hardy, under his breath.

“What,” said Draper?

“Not once did anyone on the inside come to the door. Each man let himself inside.” Hardy was unsure of what to make of the detail. He had learned that everything, no matter how small, meant something. The hard part was deciphering the clue and determining if it was an asset or a threat.

Draper shrugged. “Maybe the owner’s lazy.”

Hardy checked his phone—9:03. “Did you get anything on the plates, Charity?”

“They’re both licensed to a local rental car agency. I’m trying to contact the agency to get the names of the people who rented the cars.”

Fifteen minutes passed and no other vehicles arrived. Charity got picture identification of the two men who rented the vehicles and sent copies to both teams.

Hardy glanced at his watch. “All teams gear up and get into position. On my mark, we go in two minutes...Mark. All teams maintain radio silence.”

Henderson’s voice boomed over the airwaves. “Copy that.”

Hardy and Draper readied their weapons, MP5 rifles—chambered in nine millimeter—with sound suppressors. Each rifle was outfitted with a laser, flashlight and red dot scope. The weapon held two magazines, one in the magazine well and a second one attached to the first via a coupler to facilitate a quick magazine change, if needed. All team members were dressed in black tactical clothing with a bulletproof vest, helmet and night-vision goggles.

Hardy and Draper exited the SUV, ran to the house and took positions near the front door—Hardy on the left and Draper on the right. He checked the time on his watch. A few seconds later, he got Draper’s attention. She nodded her head. He held up a forefinger before adding his middle finger. A second later, he pointed at her.

Draper swung back a one-person battering ram before driving it into the door, above the doorknob. The door flew inward, splintering the doorframe. She dropped the ram and raised her rifle.

Before the door had fully opened, Hardy charged inside, swinging his rifle left and right, while moving further into the living room; it was not empty. Three men lay motionless—face down—in front of the couch. Streaks of blood, staining the carpet, trailed behind them toward the front door. He approached and kicked each one before kneeling and checking for a pulse. Draper covered him, her eyes shifting left and right.

Hardy stood and rushed past Draper. Their eyes met and he shook his head. Charity had provided a layout of the house, so Hardy and Draper searched the main floor, while Henderson and Tyler cleared the second level.

As Hardy and Draper stood in the kitchen, looking at a man tied to a chair, his head hanging down and off to one side, Henderson and Tyler made their way down the stairs. Making eye contact with Henderson, Hardy tilted his head back slightly.
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