
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Just when you think life can’t get much better, a crashing wave wipes out your sand castle. Two former spies learn the hard way that karma can be a bitch.

	 

	 

	Just when you think life can’t get much better, a crashing wave wipes out your sand castle. Former spies Nick Seven and Felicia Hagens are taking a break from Key Largo to visit a casino owned by Nick’s friend, Rock Bianco. An unexpected, nasty encounter with one of Nick’s former lovers turns disastrous when she’s killed shortly afterward. The police and the girl’s wealthy father are convinced that Nick did it, despite the lack of hard evidence. The billionaire industrialist wages an online smear campaign to make Nick look guilty, including sordid details from his past career in the CIA. The stakes become more personal when the fallout impacts Felicia, testing their relationship. Nick fights back, but why is the man determined to hold him responsible for his daughter’s murder? Who really killed her, and why is their identity being shielded? Can Nick and Felicia resolve this crisis and reclaim their idyllic life in paradise?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Fort Lauderdale, Florida is part of the oceanfront strip known as the Gold Coast. It has long been the destination for fat-moneyed snowbirds who trek south every winter to escape the doldrums of Cleveland or Passaic. Basically a continuation of Miami Beach, it’s situated between Hollywood to the south and Palm Beach to the north. Port Everglades is one of the largest departure sites for cruise ships in the United States, serving three million passengers annually. The city boasts over a hundred marinas and sixty-odd golf courses, with a year-round climate that can best be described as pleasant, bordering on sultry. The perfect place for the haves to put distance between themselves and the have-nots that Hemingway so cynically described.

	Three miles offshore sat a former cruise ship that had been converted into a casino boat called the Gold Flamingo. Water taxis and private craft converged on the boat in a steady flow, laden with gamblers hoping to win back what they’d spent on their vacation. The Monday night crowd was clad in a cross between tourist casual and trendy chic, as dictated by the fashionistas. The casinos were filled with the unmistakable sounds of gamblers in heat—coins being fed into hungry slot machines, dice rattling on the crap tables, followed by cursing when someone’s number didn’t hit. The high rollers dominated the Caribbean Stud and roulette tables. The more conservative bettors plied their skills at the video poker terminals while visions of jackpots danced in their heads. The tinkling of tokens hitting metal trays blended with the bright colorful lights and live music to create a cacophony of greed.

	Nick Seven sat alone at a blackjack table with two stacks of chips and a drink in front of him. A small group of people stood around the table watching the action, eager to see who would come out on top in this high-stakes game. Nick looked intently at the dealer, decked out in the customary uniform of a white shirt, black bow tie and black sequined vest. Nick had opted for the Florida casual look of a white linen jacket over a powder-blue shirt and tan trousers. He and the dealer had been sparring for forty-five minutes, and the house wasn’t turning a profit on this game—yet. Nick’s gaze shifted to the six of diamonds and the four of hearts on display in front of him. The dealer had a king of hearts face up, and another card face down.

	“Call or fold?” the dealer asked.

	Nick rhythmically bounced a hundred-dollar chip on the felt-topped table while making a decision. “Call,” he said as he tossed the chip into the pot.

	The dealer dealt Nick an ace of spades, bringing his total to 21, and gave himself a six of clubs. The crowd hushed as the dealer turned over his hole card, revealing a seven of diamonds. “Looks like you beat me again.”

	The bystanders chuckled in appreciation. Nick smiled and raked in his winnings.

	“Another hand?” the dealer asked.

	Nick shook his head. “Daddy always said quit while you’re ahead.” He tossed the dealer a C-note chip. “Thanks for the ride.”

	He slid his tall, lean frame off the stool, took his chips to the cashier’s cage then put the money in his wallet. Two grand. Not bad for a hundred-buck investment.

	He walked through the casino toward the slot machines, where Felicia sat transfixed in front of a one-armed bandit. Nick’s gaze took in her Barbadian beauty—bronzed skin, long brown hair that came to rest on her upper chest, a petite yet trim physique and the most sensual brown eyes he’d ever peered into. She placed coin after coin into the machine and pulled the lever like she was on autopilot. Nick leaned in close and spoke in a low voice so he wouldn’t startle her.

	“Any luck?”

	Felicia pulled the lever again. “Close, hon,” she replied in her West Indies accent, her gaze not leaving the spinning reels that had her mesmerized. “This one’s about to spill its guts.”

	Nick laughed. “Right. I’m going to the bar. You want a drink?”

	“I’ll be along.”

	He took a seat and ordered a scotch and soda. He looked over at Felicia again and felt a warm glow inside. When I got conned into coming back to the CIA for one last case a few years ago, I never dreamed anything good would come out of it, but when Felicia and I saw each other for the first time in five years it was like we’d never parted. I really got lucky when she decided to stay with me in Key Largo instead of going back to Barbados when the job was finished. He smiled. Maybe that’s why they always called me Lucky Nick.

	He turned back to the bar and took a sip. They had decided to take a break from running Cricket’s Bayside, the club Nick owned on the Gulf side of Key Largo. He had always liked to gamble, and a trip to The Gold Flamingo seemed like the right diversion. The boat was owned by a friend, Rockland P. “Rock” Bianco, who had formerly owned Cricket’s until Nick won it from him in a high-stakes poker game years earlier. Nick glanced at his tanned reflection in the mirror behind the bar and absently ran his fingers through his thick brown hair. His gaze went to the quartet playing soft rock music on a stage next to the bar. But his relaxation was short-lived, interrupted by a female voice over his shoulder. It was a voice he didn’t want to hear.

	“Hello, Nick.”

	Nick slowly turned around and came to eye to eye with Kristine Overman. He slowly looked her up and down, taking in what he’d once known so intimately: her slightly pouty lips, perfectly coiffed long blonde hair that outlined her face, and her skinny beach-bunny tanned physique currently encased in a glittery cocktail dress that would’ve set most people back a week’s pay. It was cut low enough to show off her firm cleavage. A heavy gold rope chain supported a large gold letter “K” spelled out in diamonds resting on her upper chest. She gave him an intense unsmiling gaze that could’ve melted the polar icecap.

	“Hello, Kristine,” he replied with no hint of emotion.

	“You’re the last person I expected to see here,” she paused, “or ever wanted to see again.”

	Nick smiled politely.

	Kristine nodded her head in Felicia’s direction. “Is that the slut you dumped me for?”

	His gaze narrowed. “Careful, Kristine. Your boarding school education is showing again.”

	Kristine eyed Felicia. “You really disappoint me, Nick. Did you find this one on a street corner in Little Haiti with a mattress strapped to her back?”

	Nick tried to maintain his non-committal look while his pulse pounded. If you were a man, you’d be missing some of those pearly whites by now.

	“But I suppose when you’re hard-up, any tramp needing a green card will do,” Kristine said.

	He smiled ever so slightly. “At least she’s not afraid to swallow.”

	She drew her hand back. “You son of a bitch!”

	She brought her open palm toward Nick’s face but he quickly grabbed her wrist, stopping her in mid-bitch slap. The bar patrons seated nearby immediately quieted, watching the drama unfolding before them.

	“I don’t think daddy would appreciate you making a scene in a crowded place like this,” he said in a low, intense tone. “Might be embarrassing to explain at his next board meeting.”

	Kristine put her arms at her sides, fuming. “No one treats me like you did and gets away with it. After what I gave up for you, then you tossed me aside like a pair of old shoes.”

	“Get over it, Kristine,” Nick chided. “The only reason you took up with me in the first place was because you were bored with that pencil-necked preppy you were seeing. You came after me like a bitch in heat when you saw me manhandle a drunk in my club and thought I’d add some excitement to your dull country club world.”

	“All the times I put up with those greasy lowlifes in that place of yours. You owe me something for that.”

	“It was no day at the beach for me, either, babe,” he cracked. “I got tired of starching my upper lip around that freak show you call a family.”

	“At least my family associates with their own kind. You’d shack up with any cheap whore who’d spread her legs, no matter where they came from.”

	Nick’s temper began to escalate, but he wouldn’t give Kristine the satisfaction of seeing it. What the hell has gotten into her? She never went off on me like this before. “Anything else?”

	She took a step closer and jammed her finger into Nick’s chest, still wild-eyed. “Nobody walks out on me, and I’m going to make your life hell for what you did.”

	Nick chuckled. “What are you going to do—bore me to death with a bunch of idle threats?”

	“You just watch your ass, Nick. You’ll get yours someday.”

	“Message received. Now why don’t you be a good little girl and go back to your snotty friends and your backgammon game before someone accuses you of slumming?”

	Kristine turned on her high heels and rapidly strode through the casino. Nick watched her walk away. I have to admit—she still has a butt you could bounce a quarter off of. Arrogant twerp.

	Felicia joined him. “Who was that?”

	Nick hesitated. “Kristine Overman.”

	“Isn’t that the rich society girl you used to hang with before I came here?”

	“One and the same.”

	“Hmph! Didn’t seem so classy to me.”

	“Let us not be too judgmental. What she lacks in charm she more than makes up for with money.”

	“Shoulda spent some of it on a better dress. What did she mean, you’ll get yours?”

	Nick sipped his drink. “As I recall, there’s an old adage about hell having no fury like a woman scorned. Besides, if Kristine weren’t spoiled, obnoxious and self-centered, she’d have no personality at all.”

	Felicia laughed then took a seat. She ordered a Rum Runner and took a sip when it arrived.

	“Any luck with the slots?” Nick asked.

	She scowled. “No. I even had a dream about hittin’ the jackpot.”

	“Never trust your dreams.”

	“How’d you do at blackjack?”

	“It was profitable.”

	Felicia looked around the gaily decorated room. “Nice place, your friend’s boat.”

	“Yeah. Rock Bianco opened this place after I won Cricket’s from him in a poker game. Want to step outside? It’s getting a little stuffy in here.”

	They walked through the casino and emerged onto the deck. Nick leaned against the railing and peered into the dark, clear night illuminated by bright stars and an unobscured half-moon. Waves gently slapped against the hull of the boat. A double-decked water taxi boat docked below, laden with more passengers in search of a good time. It was followed shortly by a smaller craft, reserved for high rollers who didn’t want to rub elbows with the common folk.

	“Tell me ‘bout this girl you had words with,” Felicia began.

	“Not much to tell. We used to go out until I got tired of the whole upper-crust mentality.”

	“What you mean?”

	“Her family is very old money and I’m not. Being around folks like that requires a certain mindset that I’m not equipped with.”

	Felicia placed her arm around his waist. “You’re as classy as they come. Why’d you really drop her?”

	Nick hesitated for a few moments, weighing how much of his past he felt like sharing. “It became painfully obvious that Kristine only went out with me to get a rise out of her father, since I wasn’t their kind of people. I’m also not into the Bordeaux and art gallery scene, and I think polo is a boring sport.” He paused. “Come to think of it, the sex wasn’t all that great, either.”

	Felicia giggled and rested her head on his arm. “Whatever the reason, I’m glad we ended up together.”

	He placed his hand on her cheek and peered into her soft, almond-shaped brown eyes. “So am I.”

	“By the way, you handled yourself really well in there. Better than I would have.”

	Nick felt embarrassed. “Thank you. I’m just sorry you had to see that.”

	They stood for a few minutes enjoying the peaceful evening. Felicia covered her mouth as she yawned.

	“Want to call it a night?” Nick asked. “We can catch the next water taxi.”

	“Only if you want to.” She ran her fingers along his cheek and flashed a wicked smile. “It’s kinda early to turn in, but I could probably think of somethin’ to entertain you back at the hotel.”

	“I’m sure you could.”

	She kissed him. “I’m gonna visit the little girl’s room. Don’t leave without me.”

	Nick watched Felicia walk inside, then faced the water again. He used the solitude to reflect on the turn of events that had brought him to this point in life. After his wife was killed in a terrorist attack meant for him when he was stationed in England, he had kept his graveside promise to avenge her murder. Then he had turned in his code book and cyanide pills, and rejoined the human race. He found the club in Key Largo and never looked back. Seeing Kristine Overman only reminded him of the rudderless direction his life had taken at that time, when settling for no-strings one-nighters was good enough. Felicia had changed all that when they were reunited a short time later. It reminded Nick that he had been attracted to her when she worked on his team in London, and he had missed her more than he wanted to admit.

	The stillness was interrupted by the sound of raised voices coming from the observation deck, two stories above. He heard a woman shouting “Are you crazy? Get away from me!” A few moments later he heard a shrill scream that was quickly silenced. Nick looked up in time to see a body hurtling from the top deck. It splashed into the ocean, where it momentarily sank then slowly surfaced, floating face down.

	Nick quickly stripped off his jacket, climbed over the rail then dived into the water. He paddled his way to the surface, looked around then swam in the direction of the floating body. The currents worked against him. When he reached the person, he grabbed her hair to pull her face out of the water. He wrapped his arm around her waist and began swimming back to the boat. The salt water stung his eyes and he blinked rapidly to clear them.

	When he was within twenty feet of the water taxi ramp, one of the crew members tossed him a life preserver attached to a rope. Nick grabbed it and let them pull him to the boat. Two men took hold of the body and lifted it on board. Nick hoisted himself up then stood, his chest heaving as he hungrily gulped air.

	Felicia ran up to him, carrying his jacket. “I told you not to leave without me.”

	Nick wiped the stinging, briny water from his eyes with his shirt sleeve then fluffed his hair. He looked at the person he had rescued. Her face had been badly beaten, and large bruises had already begun forming amidst the cuts and abrasions. Her dress was torn, there were deep bruises on her throat, and her hair was matted with strands of seaweed. His brow furrowed in confusion when he finally recognized Kristine Overman.

	“Is she...” he began.

	One of the crew looked up at him. “Dead.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The Fort Lauderdale police boat arrived within twenty minutes, containing officers, evidence technicians and a medical examiner, among others. Nick sat on a bench at the taxi loading area and stared, dumbfounded and disbelieving, at Kristine Overman’s body, covered head to toe with a blanket. Funny how people become so considerate of your dignity when you’re dead and can’t complain about it.

	Felicia sat next to him and ran her palm along his shoulder. “You okay?”

	“Yeah, great. Nothing like a moonlight swim to break up the evening.”

	“Hon, this wasn’t your fault. Don’t beat yourself up over nothin’.”

	“I’ll try and keep that in mind.”

	Men from the Coroner’s office transferred the body to a stretcher then carried it onto the boat. Nick and Felicia were approached by two detectives who took their preliminary statements. When they were finished, the older of the two looked at Nick’s driver’s license and made notes on his pad.

	“Is this your correct address, Mr. Seven?” he asked.

	“Yeah, everything’s current.”

	He handed Nick his identification. “Are you staying in town?”

	“At the Bahia Mar Resort on Seabreeze Boulevard.”

	“We may drop by in the morning. I’m sure we’ll have some follow-up questions.”

	Nick gave him a cynical look. “I’ll look forward to it.”

	He and Felicia walked toward the lounge. Nick’s shoes squished and his clothes smelled of salt water. They were approached by one of the casino floorwalkers.

	“Excuse me, Mr. Seven,” he began. “Mr. Bianco would like a word with you.”

	Nick looked at Felicia. “You go on inside. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

	Nick was escorted to Bianco’s stateroom below decks. The man knocked on the door, heard a gruff “Come in!” then opened the door.

	Rock Bianco sat in a high-back chair behind an oak desk. He was built like a well-fed bulldog, with a jowly face and thinning black hair that was swept toward the back of his balding pate. Bianco was a professional gambler who had started life dealing blackjack in the backs of pool rooms, then graduated to being a Vegas pit boss. Even though Nick had bested him in a poker game and taken away his livelihood, Bianco harbored no animosity, and they had maintained a friendship. He motioned impatiently at a captain’s chair across from his desk. Nick slumped into it.

	Rock pushed a crystal decanter of whiskey and a matching tumbler across the desk. Nick poured himself a modest amount and sipped it sparingly.

	“Drink up, Nick,” Rock said in a raspy voice that was scarred by too many years of hard drinking and smoking cigars. “It’ll take the chill off.”

	“I’m good.”

	Rock downed his whiskey in one gulp then poured another. “That dame in the drink. You know who she is?”

	“Yeah, I know. Do you?”

	Rock scoffed. “Her old man owns most of the Gold Coast and has all the politicians in his pocket. You bet your ass I know who she is. How do you know her?”

	“We used to go out but I hadn’t seen her in a few years.”

	“You didn’t know she’d be here tonight?”

	“Hell, no. She’s the last person I wanted to see. What’s this all about?”

	Rock took a cigar from the humidor on his desk, bit off the tip, then spat it out. “Some broad from a rich family croaks on my boat. You got any idea what that does for business?”

	“Yeah, you’ll have big crowds for the next couple of weeks. People like to visit crime scenes more than amusement parks.”

	Rock glared at him. “If that’s a joke, I ain’t laughin’.”

	He tossed Nick one of the cigars then lit his own. Nick examined it. “Cuban?”

	Rock took a few aggressive puffs to get it started. “Best cigars in the world.”

	Nick set the cigar on the desk. “Also illegal. What did you want to see me about?”

	Rock opened a drawer, set a stack of crisp bills on the desk then slid it across. “Five grand. That’s a retainer. Find out who iced that dame and I’ll give you twenty more.”

	Nick didn’t touch the money. “Forget it, Rock. That’s not my bag anymore. The police will solve this one out without my help.”

	“I don’t like cops snoopin’ around.”

	Nick picked up the cigar and slowly twirled it between his fingers. “Yeah, I can imagine why. Besides these Cubans, I’ll bet they wouldn’t find any tax stamps on the liquor in your storeroom, either. Why are you worried about the police? You told me you weren’t mobbed up any longer.”

	“Doesn’t mean I have to like cops.”

	Nick slipped the cigar into his breast pocket for later, then finished his drink. He stood. “Let me sleep on it and get back to you. Right now, I’m so tired I can’t think straight. Can you have one of your boats take me and my girl back to the mainland?”

	Rock picked up the phone and barked orders for a private boat to be available immediately. He stood and walked around the desk. “Sorry if I came across a little rough, but I haven’t had this kind of trouble since I opened this place. If you can’t help me out, don’t be a stranger. You and your gal come back any time.”

	Nick grinned. “So I can clip you for another two grand?”

	Rock gave a gruff chuckle. “Pocket change.”

	 

	Morning arrived with a series of powerful knocks on the door to Nick and Felicia’s hotel suite. Nick looked through a bleary eye at the clock. Who’d be calling on us at this ungodly hour?

	He got out of bed, slipped into his pants then stumbled to the door, which was still being assaulted by an untiring set of knuckles. He opened the door and saw the stony faces of the two detectives he’d made friends with the night before. The senior officer was Brannigan and his younger partner was named Cortez. Nick didn’t waste time on protocol and held the door open for them.

	Felicia emerged from the bedroom rubbing sleep from her eyes and yawning. She hadn’t bothered with the formality of dressing. The two detectives looked at each other with raised eyebrows. Felicia gave them an innocent, blank stare.

	“You’ll have to forgive my friend, gentlemen,” Nick sleepily apologized. “We left home in a hurry and she didn’t have time to pack. Hon, would you call room service and order coffee? Oh, and have them send up some doughnuts for these officers.”

	Nick fell into the nearest easy chair while the detectives took seats on the divan. He took a deep breath and tried to wake up for the grilling he was about to get.

	“You’re quite the smart-ass, aren’t you, Mr. Seven,” Brannigan commented.

	Nick shrugged. “I get by.”

	“What were you and your lady friend doing on the Gold Flamingo last night?” Cortez asked.

	“What everyone else was doing—drinking and gambling.”

	“Any luck?”

	“I did okay, but that isn’t why you’re here.”

	“We have a positive ID on the victim,” Brannigan said. “Name’s Kristine Overman of Bal Harbour. You know her?”

	“Yeah, I knew her,” Nick answered.

	“Mind telling us about that?”

	“There isn’t much to tell. We used to go out but I hadn’t seen her in a few years.”

	“Not a pleasant break-up?” Brannigan asked.

	Nick eyed him warily. “I’ve had better. Why are you asking?”

	Cortez referred to his notepad. “According to witnesses, you two had a fight at the bar.”

	“I wouldn’t call it a fight,” Nick replied. “She made a few nasty remarks, tried to slap me into the next room and I stopped her.”

	“What kinds of remarks?”

	“Just a lot of trash talk, nothing noteworthy.”

	“Really?” Cortez said as he referenced his notes. “The quote we got was ‘You watch your ass. You’ll get yours’.”

	“Right words, wrong mouth. She said I’d get mine.”

	“For what?”

	Nick chuckled. “I never could figure women out. You don’t return one phone call and suddenly you’re on the shit list.”

	“Did you know the girl was dead when the crew pulled her out of the water?” Brannigan asked.

	“No. I saw the body do a swan dive from the top deck and dove in to save whoever it was.”

	“Just being a Good Samaritan,” Brannigan said with feigned sincerity. “You didn’t know it was Kristine Overman?”

	“How could I? It was dark out there.”

	“Where did you say you were when she went in?” Cortez asked.

	“On the landing outside the second-floor casino. Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t we cover this last night?”

	“Just routine,” Brannigan said. “Any witnesses that saw you hanging around outside the casino when she was tossed overboard?”

	Now I’m getting it. “No. My girlfriend had gone inside a few minutes earlier and I didn’t see anyone else. And who said she was thrown over?”

	“You did,” Cortez answered. “At least, you implied it in your initial statement to us. You said you heard the sounds of a fight followed by a scream, then looked up in time to see the body falling from the top of the ship. That’s what you claimed to have seen from where you said you were standing.”

	“Claimed to have seen from where I said I was standing?” Nick repeated. “Look, fellas, I told you everything last night. I didn’t know it was Kristine who’d gone overboard, only that someone had. I was trying to do the right thing.”

	“Sure,” Brannigan said. “Anything else you’d care to tell us?”

	“Like what?”

	“Like how you know Rock Bianco.”

	“Bianco’s an acquaintance. We did some business together a few years ago.”

	“What kind of business?”

	“He used to own the bar and restaurant I have in Key Largo.”

	“Just a simple business transaction?”

	“Simple enough. I won it from him in a poker game. Why are you asking me about Bianco?”

	“We’re curious why he wanted to see you before you left the boat last night.”

	Nick stared at Brannigan for a moment. “How did you know about that?”

	“It came up during our canvas. You see, that’s what we do when someone’s been murdered. We talk to witnesses and gather little bits of information, then follow up on it. Perhaps you’re familiar with the concept.”

	“Bianco heard I was on board and he wanted to say hello.”

	“Nothing more than that?”

	“Nothing more.”

	“We checked you out, Mr. Seven,” Cortez interjected. “You didn’t tell us you were once with the CIA.”

	“You didn’t ask.”

	“CIA,” Brannigan echoed. “Kill a lot of people when you were a spy?”

	Nick gave him a cool gaze. “Just the ones who deserved it.”

	“I’ll bet they teach you spies a lot of different ways to kill, don’t they?”

	Nick worked to keep his temper under control. “What’re you getting at?”

	Brannigan leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees. “Kristine Overman was strangled by a pair of very strong hands either before or after she did a half-gainer off that boat. If she was being a pain in the ass, this would be an easy out for you.”

	“Before or after?” Nick quizzed. “You aren’t even sure if she was dead before she hit the water?”

	“The Coroner’s report isn’t finalized yet,” Cortez replied. “It’s possible she was still alive when you went in after her.”

	Nick glanced down for a moment. “I didn’t know that, and I don’t make a habit
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