
        
            
                
            
        

    
	When two former spies help a friend with a problem, they cross paths with a vicious mobster in the neon jungle of Miami’s South Beach. Get ready for trouble in paradise.

	 

	 

	In the laidback Florida Keys, former spies Nick Seven and Felicia Hagens found a paradise far removed from the covert world of the CIA.

	Nick, content to run a bar on the Gulf and maintain a low profile, breaks his self-imposed exile when a friend asks for help in getting a local mob boss off his back.

	Popular singer Jimmie Rae wants to get free from the notorious Turk Morgan, a crooked music mogul who controls the Miami entertainment scene. Jimmie reveals that his girlfriend has gotten caught in Turk’s web, and he wants to get her out before it’s too late.

	As Nick and Felicia explore the neon jungle of South Beach, they encounter the dark underside of the music business. Drugs, prostitution, street thugs, and political payoffs are Turk’s stock in trade, and he isn’t one to relinquish control over his empire.

	Nick goes undercover as an international criminal to challenge him, but will he succeed in breaking Turk’s hold over Jimmie and his girl? Can Nick use the sting operation to solve a cold case murder he discovers by accident? What other secrets will he uncover?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	October in Key Largo is called the slow season. Right after the dog days of summer and right before the cold northern climes bring the annual influx of snowbirds and timeshare dwellers. Many of the bars and restaurants on the island close and give their staff a two-week vacation. Nick Seven had never followed that pattern since he assumed ownership of Cricket’s Bayside. It wasn’t that he was greedy, just savvy enough to realize the locals still needed someplace to party, and it might as well be his club. 

	He sat at his private table on the outdoor deck, gazing at the multi-hued sunset over the Gulf. The palette slowly changed from bright blue to azure to yellow with a strong orange tint. Wisps of clouds leftover from an early afternoon rain added a dark contrast, silhouetting the boats in the distance. Along the fishing dock that extended over the inlet next to the club, a few seagulls and herons had staked out their favorite pilings, their keen eyes scanning the shallows near the sandbar for any stray fish careless enough to venture too close to shore. 

	A gentle evening breeze mussed his thick brown hair. Nick sipped his scotch on the rocks. Glancing over at Felicia Hagens, he took in her bronzed Barbadian complexion, long brown hair, and high cheekbones. His gaze traveled over her torso, lingering on her full bosom pressing against her light blue polo shirt.

	Luckiest thing that happened to me after we both got out of the spy business was when Felicia came to live with me. She knew I’d never forgotten my late wife and the guilt I felt when she was killed in a terrorist attack meant for me, but that didn’t stop her from carving out her own place in my soul. I should thank her for that.

	In the last few years, he’d spent a helluva lot of time watching her, day after day, doing a thousand mundane little things to change his hermit-like existence. He had learned to appreciate the in-your-face honesty, the erotic ease they shared in bed, the quiet conversations under the stars with a glass of wine, a lingering touch on the cheek, and the gentle teasing accompanied by a sexy wink and smile. All of that in one beautiful, sensual package reminded him of the life he had shut himself off from.

	She looked at him, and her face blossomed into a smile. “What’re you starin’ at?” she teased in her West Indies accent.

	“I was just noticing how the sunset brings out the luster in your hair. In fact, in this light, you look like a sexier version of Halle Berry.”

	“In what picture?”

	“Die Another Day but you definitely fill out a bikini better than she does.”

	Felicia raised her glass. “Can’t argue with that.” She sipped her Cuba Libra, looking at the setting sun. “It’s so pretty and peaceful this time of day. Reminds me of home.”

	“Pretty sunsets on Barbados?”

	“Mm-hmm.” She looked into his eyes. “But not quite as nice ‘cause I didn’t have someone special to share them with.”

	Nick brought her hand to his mouth and kissed it. “Great minds think alike.”

	He scanned the crowded deck and outdoor bar. The interior restaurant was busy as well, and the wait staff hustled trays with appetizers and entrees to those who were dining al fresco. People were engaged in conversations while listening to a local musician named Jimmie Rae as he played a variety of songs on his guitar and sang favorites and requests. Jimmie, trim, black, with short-cropped hair and a mustache, was one of those musicians who had the rare ability to play anything the customers wanted to hear, in every genre. 

	“He really packs ‘em in, doesn’t he?” Felicia asked.

	“Uh-huh. We’re lucky we can get him once a week. He’s a big draw down here.” 

	Jimmie finished his song to strong applause and addressed the crowd. “Gonna take a short break, but before I do, I got to play somethin’ for someone important.” He lowered his voice. “Actually, it’s for the boss man sittin’ over there in the corner. If I didn’t do this one, he’d fire me.”

	The crowd chuckled as Jimmie tuned his guitar, started his background accompaniment, then launched into On Broadway, perfectly channeling George Benson. The crowd clapped in rhythm as he effortlessly glided through the opening guitar licks. 

	Nick smiled as he listened. “Whatever I’m paying him, it’s not enough.”

	Jimmie finished his set to a loud ovation and placed his guitar on the stand. He stepped off the small stage and was instantly greeted by a few patrons, shaking his hand and posing for selfies. He got a drink from the bar before making his way to Nick’s table.

	“You sound good tonight, man,” Nick commented.

	Jimmie sat. “Thanks. This crowd’s always easy to please.”

	Nick looked aghast. “Not my clientele. They’re very picky.”

	Jimmie laughed. “Right. Get enough beer and tequila into people down here and they’ll applaud Chopsticks.” He sipped his drink. “Can I talk to you ‘bout somethin’?”

	Nick nodded. “I knew it. You want a raise.”

	“Nah, it ain’t that.” He hesitated. “I got trouble, and I need your help.”

	“What kind of trouble?” Nick asked.

	“You heard about that gig my agent lined up for me next month in South Beach, didn’t you?”

	“Yeah. Two weeks at Coconuts during the annual Latin culture festival. Sounds like a great opportunity. What about it?”

	“You might’ve heard that when I was a kid, I got jammed up in some serious shit. Drugs, petty theft, you name it. I wasn’t doin’ right.”

	“Yeah, I heard about that, but you cleaned up your act. Lots of kids make mistakes, and you’ve made a good career for yourself with your music.”

	Jimmie took a deep breath. “One of the mistakes you didn’t hear about was who made that career possible.” 

	Nick eyed him curiously. “Who?”

	Jimmie looked at him. “Turk Morgan.”

	“The Sultan of South Beach? How did he get his hooks into you?”

	“Turk was a big man, always helpin’ the poor folks in Liberty City and Overtown. Guess I got suckered into his game without realizin’ it. He knew I wanted to get into music, and when he booked bands into his clubs, he’d let me hang out with those guys. They gave me guitar lessons and helped me develop my style. That was pretty heady stuff for a star-struck kid, and I liked the attention. Before I knew it, he was usin’ me to do favors for him.”

	“Like what?”

	“Playin’ lookout for his pushers, tellin’ his go-betweens if there was anyone hangin’ around who was out of place in the neighborhood, that kind of stuff. That’s how he built his street network. He does you a favor, and he expects one in return. If you fall for it the first time, he keeps on doin’ you favors, and you keep on owin’ him one more. It never stops.” 

	“Come on, Jimmie. I can’t believe you were ever that much of a pushover, even when you were a starry-eyed teenager.”

	Jimmie looked at him for a moment. “That wasn’t all he used. Turk’s a clever son of a bitch. He knew my family was strugglin’. He’d slip my mom some money to pay the rent and put food on the table. The message was pretty clear, even for a fifteen-year-old on the streets.” 

	“Sounds like he attended the Vito Corleone school of management. Did Turk get you hooked on drugs?”

	Jimmie paused. “Indirectly. Guys backstage, they’d share a joint with me between sets. Then, I got into the hard stuff.” He looked Nick in the eye. “But I swear, I kicked the habit, and I’ve been clean for five years.”

	“I’m still waiting to hear about this problem you want help with.”

	Jimmie shook his head. “I shoulda known Turk wouldn’t leave me alone. When I got this gig in Miami, he contacted me. Said if I dropped my agent and came to work for him, he wouldn’t let it out about my past.” 

	Nick tapped his cigarette ash into an ashtray. “So what?”

	“What do you mean, so what?”

	“So, he threatened to out you. You stepped in front of it and turned things around. Did Turk threaten your family?”

	Jimmie shook his head. “Family’s gone. Nobody left in Miami but me.”

	Nick puffed his cigarette, thinking there was more to this than Jimmie was admitting. “What’s the real problem you need help with?”

	Jimmie hesitated for a few moments. “There’s a girl named Jalisa. I met her in rehab. We clicked, ya know, goin’ through the big kick together. After we got straight, we moved in together.” He smiled wistfully. “Some nights I knew she was on the edge, but I’d hold her real close and tell her it’s all right, baby. We can get through this. Just hang onto me. She was one sweet lady.”

	“Was?”

	“She moved out a few months ago, but we’re still tight. When Turk called me, he made a point of tellin’ me how Jalisa was part of his stable, one of his hangers-on, ya know?” He shook his head. “I can’t let her get dragged back into that life. She deserves better than that.” 

	“Do you think she’s back on drugs?”

	Jimmie looked into his eyes. “No, but Turk made it clear it wouldn’t take much to get her hooked again. Once a junkie, always a junkie, he said.”

	“Is that why you want her back, to make sure she stays clean?”

	“That and I just want her back in my life.”

	“Not to be too personal, but why did she move out? Did you two have a fight?”

	Jimmie shook his head. “I was makin’ a lotta headway with my career. My agent was keepin’ me busy, and I was gone a lot. I think Jalisa was a little jealous of it. She’s always wanted to be a singer and figured it was now or never.” 

	“How did she get hooked up with Turk Morgan?”

	“She was singin’ back-up for some two-bit hip-hopper. This guy couldn’t make it past the cheap clubs, but she thought it was a steppin’ stone. Turk caught the act one night and convinced her to come work for him, said he could get her into somethin’ better.”

	“Did he?”

	Jimmie shook his head. “Not yet.”

	“When did this happen?”

	“About two months ago.” He hesitated. “You know what else Turk’s into besides drugs, don’t you?”

	Nick exhaled a billow of smoke. “If you mean escorts, yeah.”

	Jimmie smirked. “Man, you’re bein’ polite, callin’ his girls escorts. That makes it sound like a movie fairy tale. He puts ‘em to work on the streets. Some do outcall, some of ‘em hustle tourists in the bars, including his clubs.” He hesitated. “If they complain too loud, they end up workin’ off their debt in the dives in Overtown and Liberty City.” 

	“Working off their debt?”

	“When he brings anyone into his inner circle, they sign a contract for his management services, and he pays ‘em a stipend until they start makin’ it back. He does the same thing with the musicians he signs, only he uses them to push his drugs.” 

	Felicia and Nick exchanged glances. “I can see why you’re worried,” he said. “Has he ever tried to sign you before this?”

	“Coupla times, but I always said no. I’m not gonna get mixed up with him again.”

	“I know he has more than one nightclub, but which one does he use as his base of operations?”

	“His pride and joy is Bahama Joe’s in South Beach, but if you’re thinkin’ about sendin’ the cops in, forget it. Turk’s a smart cat. He never lets any business go down in there.” He hesitated. “Nick, this job could get me a lotta exposure. My agent talked with a record producer in LA. The guy heard a demo I made, and he’s interested in signin’ me.”

	“Do you think that’s why Turk wants you to work for him?”

	“I can’t think of any other reason. None of the acts he represents have any kind of following outside of Florida.”

	Nick gave him an analytical gaze, trying to determine the real motivation behind Jimmie’s request. “Which is more important to you—getting your big break or getting your girl back?”

	Jimmie’s eyes narrowed, and he gave Nick a hard look. “I want him to leave Jalisa alone, and I really want her back in my life.”

	Nick nodded. “I just needed to hear you say it. Do you have a picture?”

	Jimmie took out his phone and scrolled to the photos. He held it out for both of them to see. They looked at the young woman with long braided brown hair, caramel complexion, tasteful make-up and jewelry, and a come-hither smile.

	“She’s very pretty,” Nick said. “Why do you think I can help you?”

	“I heard about what you did before you took over this place.”

	Nick let a sigh escape. Here we go again. “Jimmie, I turned in my decoder ring and cyanide pills a long time ago. This sounds like more of a domestic thing between you two, and I’m not sure I should get involved.”

	“Come on, Nick. Turk’s a bad guy, and he destroys a lotta lives. I’m just afraid if she hangs around him, she’s gonna get herself in trouble. I can’t let that happen.”

	Nick took a final puff, then ground out his cigarette. “You really care about her, don’t you?”

	Jimmie cast his gaze down and smiled sheepishly. “That transparent, huh?”

	“I’ve been there.” He sipped his scotch. “Let me think about it.” 

	Jimmie went back to the stage to play his next set. Nick heard a sigh and looked over at Felicia, slowly shaking her head.

	“What?” he asked.

	“Hon, things have been peaceful around here. Why do you want to change that?”

	“I said I’d think about it. What’s wrong with thinking about doing a favor for a friend?”

	Felicia paused. “Nothin’, I guess, but if you stop thinkin’ and decide to start doin’, give me a heads up.”

	“Why? So you can go back home for a visit?”

	“No, so I can try to talk you out of it.”

	They focused their attention on the stage. Jimmie had picked up his acoustic guitar and turned the stage lights down a few notches. He sat on a stool, wordlessly launching into the classic gal-that-got-away lament, Here’s That Rainy Day. The crowd became quiet, the good time chatter of before replaced with near silence. Jimmie didn’t utter the lyrics, letting his nimble fingers glide over the guitar strings to tell the tale of worn-out wishes and leftover dreams. The longer he played, building to the climactic crescendo, the more emotion he poured into each chord. When he quietly finished, his eyes cast down, the crowd sat in stunned silence for a moment before bursting into a spontaneous roar of applause and whistles. 

	Felicia tightly squeezed Nick’s hand, and the trace of a tear formed in the corner of her eye.

	He wiped away the tear. “He really got to you with that one, didn’t he?” 

	She glanced down. “Okay, so I’m a sucker for a happy ending.”

	“So am I. Do you want to help Jimmie get his girl back?”

	Felicia gave a sheepish grin. “Why not? Things have been too quiet lately. You can start by tellin’ me about this Turk Morgan guy.”

	Nick took a drink. “Turk Morgan started as a DJ on a Miami radio station, playing Funk, Hip-Hop, you know, the stuff the kids listen to. He was popular but apparently, it wasn’t enough for him. He used his celebrity status to bring some name bands to Miami and organized music festivals. After his name and reputation got around, he signed a syndication deal and moved his show to satellite radio. He bought a few nightclubs and got into the talent management business.”

	“Bookin’ bands doesn’t sound criminal.”

	“Not until you add the natural by-products that seem to follow a lot of pop music acts.”

	“You mean drugs?”

	“Along with booze, women, and payola. Turk became a master of the game. He’d book an act into a club, then strongarm the owners for a healthy chunk of the gate.”

	“How did he manage that?”

	“You heard what Jimmie said about his network of street enforcers. He made his bones in the poorer areas of Miami, spread his money around, and surrounded himself with a lot of thugs. To make himself look respectable, he claimed to be a born-again Christian and aligned himself with a few religious leaders.”

	“His born-again persona is just an act?”

	“A lot of people thought so. He used it to bring some high-profile names into the fold, like politicians, movie stars, and professional athletes. He even set up a couple of charitable foundations that give help to the poor, but he probably uses it to launder his dirty money.”

	“If he’s into drugs and prostitution, why haven’t the cops put him out of business?”

	“No direct link between him and his alleged criminal activities. Too many buffers in place. He also greases a lot of palms and contributes to the right political candidates. He probably uses other methods, too, like blackmail and extortion.” 

	“He ever set up shop down here in the Keys?”

	Nick shook his head. “He’s too smart for that. He knows if he ever sets foot in Monroe County, my very good friend, the sheriff, would run his ass out of town.”

	“How do you know so much about this guy and his network?”

	“That’s the interesting thing about owning a place like this. We get a lot of cops in here, and they love to tell war stories. I just listen.”

	She giggled. “You gonna talk to this fat cat and tell him to lay off Jimmie and his girl?”

	“Guys like Turk Morgan don’t exactly respond to please and thank you. I know I can’t buy him off or scare him off. We’ll have to figure another angle.”

	Felicia thought for a moment. “Sounds like he needs to be convinced it’d be in his best interest to let go.”

	Nick stared into the night sky while unlocking the inner vault of his memory. He took something from the shelf of the long ago and faraway and blew the dust off it. “Do you remember an operation we did in the old days where we convinced a weapons trader in England to find another line of work?”

	“Yeah. We pulled a scam on him. Made him think his people bailed on him and set him up as the fall guy with his customers.”

	“That might work with Turk.”

	“You went undercover on that op, didn’t you?”

	“Yeah, as Nick Stavros, gunrunner for hire.” He chuckled and slowly shook his head. “Haven’t thought about that in a long time.”

	“Might be time to bring him out of retirement. What do we do first?”

	“Talk to Jimmie’s agent to get the full story, then check out the competition on South Beach.”

	She flashed a playful smile. “You’re actually treating me to a night on the town?”

	“Looks that way.”

	“And me without a thing to wear.”

	Nick’s gaze scanned her torso. “You’d look good in a beach towel.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Nick and Felicia entered the office of Brillstein Talent Associates in mid-town Miami the following afternoon and looked around the nicely appointed waiting room. The walls were adorned with a few tropical motif paintings, mixed in with headshots of entertainers. Nick recognized a few of them. There was no secretary on duty, but Nick found an intercom next to an office door, with a security camera mounted above. He pressed the button and was greeted with a raspy “Yeah? Who is it?”

	“Nick Seven. I called you earlier about Jimmie Rae.”

	“Hold your ID up to the camera.”

	Nick took his driver’s license from his wallet and held it close to the lens. A moment later an electronic lock on the door clicked. Nick and Felicia looked at each other as they went inside. 

	Sid Brillstein sat behind his desk, which was littered with stacks of papers. He was in his shirtsleeves, rolled up to his elbows, and his paisley tie was loosened. He sported a deep tan and a hawk nose, and curly hair turning to more salt than pepper.

	He gave Nick a penetrating head to toe steely look before he relaxed, stood up halfway, and stretched his hand over the desk. “Sorry, but I can’t be too careful. You own Cricket’s Bayside in Key Largo, right?”

	“That’s right. This is my significant other and partner, Felicia Hagens.”

	“A pleasure. What can I do for you?”

	They took seats. “Jimmie told me about the trouble he’s having with Turk Morgan. I thought we might help.”

	Brillstein smirked. “Got an army?”

	“No, just a lot of experience with these kinds of things. Tell me what’s been happening.”

	Brillstein looked down for a few moments. “Jimmie’s a big talent. I saw it the first time I caught his act. He could do better than these pissy little local clubs.” He looked at Nick. “No offense.”

	“None taken. Continue.”

	“I called in a favor from a record producer friend in LA. Sent him a demo, whet his appetite, got him scheduled to come out here next month when Jimmie’s booked into Coconuts. That’s when I get a call from Turk Morgan, telling me he wants Jimmie to come work for him.”

	“What did you say?”

	“I told him to piss off.” He looked at Felicia. “No offense.”

	“That’s okay,” Felicia said while glancing at Nick. “I’ve heard worse.”

	Nick gave her a sideways glance while addressing Brillstein. “Go on.”

	“The next day a couple of his gorillas pay me a visit and tell me I should seriously reconsider the offer and tell Jimmie it would be in his best interest to play along.”

	“Or else?” Nick asked.

	“I can tell you’ve been around. They didn’t threaten me per se, but the implication was clear.”

	“Do you really think Turk would resort to physical violence to make his point?” Felicia asked.

	Brillstein opened his desk drawer and withdrew a picture he handed across the desk. “Look at her.”

	Nick and Felicia eyed the eight-by-ten glamour shot of an attractive young woman, hair elegantly coiffed, make-up perfect to accent her bronzed skin, with tasteful dangling earrings that complemented her glittery cocktail dress.

	“Very pretty,” Felicia commented. “Who is she?”

	“You mean who was she,” Brillstein corrected. “Her stage name was Jasmine Blake. I caught her doing a karaoke night at some dive in Homestead. I pegged her as an up-and-comer right away.” 

	He paused to fire up a cigar. Pointing his finger and speaking with more animation, he told them, “This girl had a voice that could massage a set of lyrics like nobody since Natalie Cole, and it wasn’t only that. She had stage presence and charm. Thirty seconds into a song, she could’ve coaxed the crowd into following her into the Everglades.”

	“What did you do with her?” Felicia urged.

	“I started her off slow,” Brillstein said. “Got her a dynamite accompanist, booked her into a few high-end hotel lounges, a couple of conventions, then some smaller clubs out of town. She was ready to move up. Hell, I was negotiating for her to open for Sheryl Crow next year.”

	Nick’s eyelids lowered. Why do I think this story doesn’t have a happy ending? “And then?”

	Brillstein stared at him. “And then, Turk Morgan enters the scene. Caught her act one night and decided she should be working for him. He tried his usual soft-sell routine, but she turned him down. He called me to convince her to take his offer, but I told him I wouldn’t do it.”

	“Did you bother to ask Jasmine how she felt about it?”

	Brillstein puffed his cigar. “I ran it past her. She said no. She knew who Turk was, and she didn’t want anything to do with him. She also liked how I was handling her career. When I passed it along, he made his point the hard way.” Brillstein closed his eyes for a moment before he continued in a subdued tone. “Jasmine was finishing a club date, and when she left, someone tossed acid in her face. Suffice to say, she never sang in public again.” 

	Nick and Felicia exchanged uneasy glances. “I’m sorry to hear that,” Nick said. 

	Brillstein slowly wagged his head. “Not as sorry as I was for Jasmine. Bright, talented, beautiful young woman who could’ve had the world, but Turk Morgan took it all away.” 

	“You’re sure he was behind it?” Nick asked. 

	Brillstein stared at him for a moment. “The day after the attack I was at the hospital with her when I got a call on my cell phone. It wasn’t Turk, but the guy told me that next time I get a serious offer, I should pay attention. Need I say more?”

	“How does he work his hostile takeovers?” Nick asked.

	Brillstein puffed his cigar. “He waits until I’ve put a lot of time and sweat into grooming someone until they’re ready for launch. He makes contact, wines and dines them, drops a few expensive gifts and convinces them they could do better with him. All they have to do is sign away their lives and drop me like a boiled egg.”

	“That approach didn’t work with Jasmine Blake?” Felicia asked.

	Brillstein looked at her. “She’s a smart young woman, and she knew how the game was played. Jasmine wasn’t one of those reality show winners who expected to have a career handed to her. She was willing to work for it.”

	“There’s something I don’t understand,” Nick said. “If you have them under contract, why not hold them to it or threaten to sue for breach if they leave you?”

	Brillstein cast his gaze down for a few moments. “I tried that with the first one he stole from me. A couple of days later, I was getting into my car after work and one of his musclemen accosted me. He smacked me around and said if I stood in the way, I could expect worse, and so could my family.”

	“What did you do?”

	Brillstein looked at him. “What the hell do you think I did? I caved. The next day I got a certified check for five thousand dollars and a signed release from my former client.”

	Nick nodded. “That makes it look perfectly legal, a simple business transaction. Why not
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