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	He’s as cool as a Pina Colada on a Key West beach, he’s the kind of guy your mother wouldn’t let you play with, and he’s every bad guy’s worst nightmare.

	 

	Nick Seven left the CIA to escape the painful memory of a personal tragedy. His peaceful life in The Florida Keys is disrupted by the sudden appearance of a nemesis from his past, one he thought was buried alongside that unpleasant memory. Nick decides to come back to resolve this unwanted conflict and finally achieve the inner peace he has sought for so long. He’s pleasantly surprised to find himself paired with beautiful Felicia Hagens, a former co-worker from Barbados. As they track down their quarry, they realize they have unrequited feelings for each other. The time might not have been right before, but this is now. When the job is done, Felicia decides to share Nick’s good life in the tropical serenity of Key Largo. Their new life is soon interrupted by a former colleague with a personal score to settle, and a friend of Nick’s who is being manipulated by the covert agency he once worked for. Can Nick and Felicia get past these interruptions and reclaim their personal corner of paradise?
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	Memories Die Last

	Nick Seven Book 1

	 


What happens when your life is turned inside out by something from your past that won’t leave you alone? Former CIA operative Nick Seven finds out when his peaceful life in the Florida Keys is disrupted by the appearance of an old nemesis he thought was buried alongside the painful memory of a personal tragedy. Nick reluctantly gets back into the spy game to settle an old score and is pleasantly surprised to find himself paired with beautiful Felicia Hagens, a former co-worker from Barbados. Together they uncover a complex maze of intrigue, espionage and high-level government corruption. The assignment gets more complicated when they realize they have unrequited feelings for each other. Can Nick finally hit the elusive target and reclaim his personal corner of paradise? Will Felicia return to Barbados or stay with the rugged former spy she’s always had a secret thing for?

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	The early evening sun descended over Key Largo Bay, reflecting off the water’s smooth surface. The bright blue of the Gulf of Mexico mixed with the orange tint of sunset. A gentle breeze wafted in as seagulls lazily flapped their wings in symmetrical patterns, swooping lower with each pass, hoping to catch dinner. Yachts slowly cruised into the marina, their masters having finished another day of rest and recreation, ready to put away their expensive toys for the night. The deck alongside the water had a steady stream of people armed with cameras, taking pictures of the daily show the setting sun put on for all to enjoy.

	Nick Seven took in this routine ritual from his usual vantage point at Cricket’s Bayside—corner glass-topped table on the outside deck, always set for two but usually occupied by one, where he could observe with amused curiosity the comings and goings of the rich and not-so-famous. He never tired of watching the activity against the backdrop of the most beautiful sunsets in the world, and some days proved more entertaining than others.

	I recognize that one older guy getting off the million-dollar floating home. He runs a brokerage firm in Miami, but the blonde cutie sure as hell isn’t his wife. Maybe he’ll try to pass her off as his niece. That’d be original. He switched his gaze to another boat. Here comes couple number two, Mr. and Mrs. Lush. How many deck hands will it take to get them on dry land today? Sometimes this is better than watching TV.

	 

	He had a glass of scotch and soda in front of him, a smoldering cigarette in the plastic ashtray. All around him he could hear the clinking of glasses and the low-key chatter of drinkers and diners, mixing with the sound of soft jazz emanating from the sound system. On evenings like this he often reflected on the circumstances that had brought him to this point in his life, but not too deeply—some memories were better left alone.

	Nick’s life had been a rollercoaster ride through hell and back with an occasional stopover in purgatory. Here he was, a veteran of army intelligence who had mustered out with the rank of major and a pre-Law degree, then joined the CIA when they had come knocking on his door offering to show him parts of the world he’d missed the first time around. He had labored as a field agent for a dozen years, specializing in international terrorism, until something made him give it all up and walk away. That was when he had parlayed his pension and a royal flush into ownership of Cricket’s. It had been a shrewd move, since the place was already popular with the locals and hordes of tourists who flocked to The Keys to catch those sunsets and the occasional fish. In the beautiful setting of southern Florida, Nick had finally found his concept of paradise. He did, however, resist the urge to rename the club Rick’s or Bogart’s.

	Nick often pondered why he had made the move in the first place, sometimes thinking that he actually missed the action of being in the field, tracking down leads that would ultimately bring down guys hell-bent on making a name for themselves by blowing up a few landmarks. But then, just like a bucket of ice water in the face, he would remember why he got out. After eleven years of globetrotting, where he had distinguished himself as the poster boy for always getting your man and not taking any bullshit from the brass, he had requested an assignment stateside at the Agency’s training facility, prepping new agents for their day on the firing line. He was good at getting fresh-faced recruits ready for the challenge of confronting some misguided soul who was convinced that he was committing mass murder in the name of religious fundamentalism or out of allegiance to some asshole named Saddam. He soon came to realize that he didn’t belong in the classroom.

	But that wasn’t the real reason Nick Seven had called it quits.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Daniel Currey sat in his office at CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia. The office itself wasn’t much –slightly smaller than the Astrodome, with a desk you could probably land a light plane on. Across from him sat Gene Brodie, one of his Deputy Directors. They had been reviewing intelligence reports on weapons trading in New York that could have some connection with recent domestic terrorist activities.

	Currey leaned forward and rested his meaty forearms on the desk. He picked up a pencil and rhythmically tapped it on the desk for a few moments. “I’ve read your report three times and I still can’t make a connection to any of our usual suspects. At first I thought these attacks were the work of an al-Qaida cell, but now I’m not so sure.”

	“You don’t think they’re responsible?” Brodie asked.

	Currey looked at him. “You personally conducted the investigation at my request. Are you doubting what you, the FBI and the Secret Service turned up?”

	Brodie shifted his tall thin frame in his seat. “No, but perhaps I don’t want to face the obvious possibility.”

	“It’s time we did.” Currey tapped his finger on a stack of file folders on his desk. “An attack on a school bus full of children, a church bombing during a peace vigil, the bombing of a Federal court building and a half-assed robbery attempt of a Federal Reserve Depository. All high-profile incidents, but no one’s come forward to claim credit.” He paused a moment before continuing. “I think we’re getting a wake-up call from someone we haven’t heard from in a while.”

	“Who?”

	Currey resumed tapping the pencil for a moment and stared hard at Brodie. “Lavender.”

	Brodie slowly shook his head. “Lavender’s been dead for six years.”

	“Are you certain?”

	“As certain as I can be. I practically watched as Nick Seven killed him during that raid in London.”

	“How can we be sure it was Lavender? He made an art out of cheating death for years.”

	“The person I saw lying in a heap in that alley with three slugs from Nick’s weapon had what was left of Lavender’s face, identification in his pocket, and we ran his fingerprints and dental records. No, it has to be someone else.”

	“Everything you mentioned could’ve been faked. The Russians had doubles for their agents during the Cold War, we tried it ourselves and science has come a long way since then. The possibility exists that it was someone other than Miles Lavender who was killed in that raid.” Currey held up a file folder. “I had someone in records pull the original Medical Examiner’s report. Did you bother to check it out?”

	Brodie hesitated. “No, I didn’t see any point.”

	Currey handed him the folder. “Take a look.”

	Brodie took a few minutes to read the contents then set the file on the desk. He thoughtfully stroked his chin with his thumb and forefinger. “I suppose it’s possible. I’ll pull together a team and get them on it today.”

	Currey shook his head. “We don’t have that kind of time. I had to do a real selling job to get jurisdiction. Homeland Security wanted to hand it off to the FBI but since we brought Lavender down before, they agreed to let us handle it. It’ll take too long to get a new team up to speed.”

	“So what’s the problem? I worked on the Lavender case originally and I know his methods as well as anyone.”

	“Not quite. We have to get the one man who knew Lavender’s habits, his hangouts, his favorite foods, even the brand of booze he drank. Someone who got into his head and thought like he did.” He paused. “We need Nick Seven.”

	Brodie shifted in his seat again and fought to hide his growing irritation. “I don’t think that’s the best way to go. Nick was practically a rogue who didn’t have much use for rules or due process.”

	“I’m aware of his service record. He was a maverick but he produced results. Hell, you worked side by side with him. Are you saying he didn’t get the job done?”

	“No, I concede that, but he’s been out of circulation for five years and things have changed. This is a politically sensitive situation and Nick was never known for his finesse. We have a whole agency full of competent people. Let me have some of them for a couple of weeks.”

	“Gene, since these attacks occurred I have to present myself for a daily briefing at the White House. They’re demanding to know what the hell we’re doing about this.” He stopped and bored into Brodie’s eyes. “Nick headed the best field team we had operating in Europe at the time. Four people—you, Nick, Artie Sawyer and Felicia Hagens—working together like a well-tuned machine.”

	Brodie smiled wistfully. “Team Seven, they called us.”

	“Team Seven took on the worst of the worst and crippled a lot of operations. You all made us look pretty good, too. I was damned sorry to see that team break up when Nick quit and Felicia Hagens went back home to Barbados. Since Sawyer was taken out by a sniper in Beirut two years ago that just leaves you.”

	“All the more reason to let me handle this. I can get a new team whipped into shape in no time.”

	Currey held up his hand. “When I said I wanted Seven on this assignment, it wasn’t a request.”

	Brodie’s eyes narrowed. “Naturally, whatever you think is best.”

	Currey consulted a piece of paper. “I had personnel look up the forwarding addresses we have on file. Felicia is still in Barbados but Nick’s in Key Largo, Florida.”

	“You already checked up on him?”

	“Are you telling me you didn’t?”

	Brodie hesitated for a moment. “No, I kept tabs on him. He owns a club down there. Had it ever since he quit the Agency, been pretty successful. No significant other but there’s a local gal he hangs out with. He’s kept up with his gun permit qualifications, too.” He paused. “You knew he and Felicia had something going when Nick was still stationed in England, didn’t you?”

	Currey grinned. “They wouldn’t be the first field operatives to take the word ‘undercover’ literally. Did it affect the quality of their work?”

	“No, but it won’t do you any good to talk to him. I know Nick and I know just what he’ll tell you—kiss my dead ass.”

	“I know. That’s why I’m not going to talk to him—you are.”

	“Oh, swell,” Brodie muttered.

	Currey opened a drawer, withdrew an envelope then tossed it across the desk. “Better go home and get packed. Your plane leaves for Miami in two hours and there’s a car waiting for you.”

	Brodie reluctantly picked up the envelope then stood. “This won’t be easy. Any suggestions?”

	“Appeal to his sense of honor, his patriotic duty as a God-fearing American, anything. Hell, blackmail him if you have to. Just get Nick Seven back on the team before this goes any further and makes us look even more incompetent. When you’ve got him lined up, get in touch with Felicia Hagens and coax her back, too.”

	“I may have to lie to Nick, you know.”

	Currey grinned. “Wouldn’t be the first time, would it?”

	Brodie scowled at him then left the office.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Brodie entered Cricket’s Bayside and surveyed the well-dressed pastel and khaki landscape before him. Now I know how Lauren and Hilfiger stay in business. He approached the bar and caught the eye of the bartender, a young Cuban-looking man.

	“Yes, sir?”

	“I’m looking for Nick Seven,” Brodie replied.

	“The chief don’t take visitors unless they got an appointment. You got an appointment?”

	“No, but if you tell him his Uncle Sammy is in town for a visit, he’ll see me.”

	“Uncle Sammy? The chief ain’t got no uncle named Sammy. Got one named Archie, a cousin named Moe and a hot-lookin’ aunt named Conchita, but no Sammy.”

	“Tell him anyway.”

	“Okay, man, it’s your funeral.”

	The young man disappeared for a few minutes then returned. “I don’t know which part of the family tree you fell out of, but he’ll see you. Come on.”

	Brodie followed him to a table on the outdoor deck. Nick didn’t get up from his seat or say a word. He leaned back in his chair, his right leg propped on his left, with his left elbow resting on the arm of the chair and his palm cupping his chin. He had a look of slight amusement on his tanned face. He slowly looked Brodie over, first up and down then bored into his eyes with a look that cut right to his soul.

	Brodie extended his right hand and smiled. “Hello, Nick. Been a long time.”

	Nick paused a few seconds. Finally he reached out, shaking hands with his former partner. He gestured at the empty chair. Brodie took a seat.

	“You want anything, Chief?” the bartender asked.

	“Yeah, Raul, I’ll take another scotch and soda, plus whatever my ‘uncle’ is having.”

	“I hear you make a mean Cuba Libra here,” Brodie answered.

	Nick maintained the same pose, but the look of amusement was now mixed with curiosity. “Uncle Sammy. How original.”

	“I didn’t think you’d remember any of the old passwords.”

	“So how are things in the real world these days? Still battling the axis of evil, or are we trying to re-ignite the Cold War?”

	“About the same. They try to kill us, we try to kill them.” Brodie looked him over again, taking in Nick’s tanned face, thick wavy brown hair and athletic build. “The private sector appears to have done wonders for you. You look great.”

	“Cut the crap. You didn’t come all the way down here at government expense to tell me the sea air agrees with me. What do you want, Gene?”

	“Is it against the rules for an old friend to stop by while he’s in town?”

	“My question stands.”

	Raul returned with their drinks. Brodie watched him walk away then took a sip before continuing. “We’re in trouble, Nick. We need your help.”

	Nick’s eyes lowered until they were nearly slits. “Kiss my dead ass.”

	Brodie chuckled. “I told Currey that’s what you’d say.”

	“Just to be polite, how is the Old Man these days?”

	“Worried that he may be out of a job soon.”

	“Why? The government’s always going to need spooks like you guys to plot against some foreign power then point your finger at Castro and say ‘He did it!’”

	“It’s the budget more than anything. This bunch of Tea Partiers that was just elected isn’t satisfied with cutting the defense budget. They’ve got the carving knife out for the Agency, too.”

	“That shouldn’t be too hard for you to get around. Just plant a wire in some Congressional offices and start a file. Worked for Hoover.” Nick lit a cigarette then exhaled a billow of smoke. “You’ve been hanging around the Beltway so long you’re starting to sound like a politician. I know the Old Man isn’t worried about funding. Why are you really here?”

	Brodie took a drink then launched into the sales pitch. “Have you been following the news about a rash of recent attacks throughout the country?”

	“At arm’s length.”

	“And you’re not the least bit curious?”

	Nick shrugged. “That’s your war, not mine.”

	“The thing is, we’ve come up against something that has us stumped. Someone, or some group, is stockpiling weapons like the Afghanis are already in Jersey. There have been those random attacks, with the promise of more to come.” He paused and looked Nick in the eye. “Terrorism has come home to the land of the free, and we need someone with your experience. We need to reactivate Team Seven.”

	Nick laughed softly and slowly shook his head. “I see you haven’t lost your talent for blowing smoke up someone’s ass, but there’s nothing you can say that will convince me to get involved again. I walked away from the life and I intend to stay out. I also can’t believe that the Agency, with all its resources, needs an ex-gunslinger like me to achieve world peace.” He stood. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a business to run and rich customers to rub elbows with. Drop by again sometime.”

	He began to walk away when Brodie played his hole card. “Lavender.”

	Nick stopped and took a drag on his cigarette. “Nice try. ‘A’ for effort, but if resurrecting a dead mercenary is the best you can come up with, you need to go back to spy school.”

	“We think he’s alive, Nick. Everything that’s happened so far has all his trademarks.”

	Nick slowly resumed his seat and gave Brodie a look that was a combination of disbelief and disgust. When he spoke it was a disembodied voice coming from a tomb—no emotion, only sound. “Lavender is dead. I killed him, you identified the body. Three shots, all on target. The first two killed him and the third was for...” Nick stopped short and closed his eyes momentarily. “That’s it and that’s all. I even went to the funeral to be sure that son of a bitch was sent back to Hell. It’s not him.”

	“I agree it’s a stretch, but it’s all we’ve got. Either it’s Lavender or a damn good copycat.”

	Nick lowered his eyes and slowly shook his head. “Forget it. I know it was Lavender I shot in that alley in London six years ago and you know why I did it.”

	“At least look at the file. Maybe there’s something we missed. After that, if you still aren’t convinced, so be it.”

	Nick looked at Brodie. “What part of forget it don’t you understand?” His voice held a nasty edge.

	Brodie exhaled a heavy breath then looked around the club. “Nice place you have here. I’ll bet your customers and friends know nothing about your past. You were always tight-lipped when you had to be. What about that society dame you shack up, the one who stands to inherit that Fortune 500 company when her old man kicks? She really know anything about you?”

	Nick remained silent but the squint and glare had returned to his eyes.

	“Funny how you never get your picture in the paper when you two go to all those society bashes,” Brodie continued. “Even though you always looked great in a tux, one might say you were camera shy, or maybe you’re afraid someone might recognize you and come to settle an old score. I wonder what she or any of your patrons or friends would say if they knew how many men you’ve killed, or the grisly details of some of the less-than-tasteful things you did in your previous life?”

	Nick glared harder at him.

	“I’ll bet they wouldn’t think too much of that great guy who runs their favorite watering hole and hobnobs with their wives and virginal daughters. Don’t get me wrong, Nick, I’d never spoil this thing you have going here, but as you know, word has a way of getting around.”

	After a long pause Nick placed two fingers on his forehead and gave a mock salute. “My compliments, partner. I’ll get back to you.”

	Brodie finished his drink then stood. “My plane leaves Miami tomorrow morning at ten-fifteen. I’m staying at the Holiday Inn. Call me.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Cricket’s had closed for the night and the help had all gone home. Only Nick remained, still seated at his private table. He often sat on the darkened deck after closing, watching the inlet lit by the moon while engaging in mindless thinking. This was one of those times. He had retrieved a bottle of his favorite scotch, Grouse, from his private stash, the stuff he only brought out for special occasions.

	He sat at the table with a candle burning in the center, a cigarette smoldering in his hand and a glass of Grouse on the rocks in front of him. In the light streaming in from the marina Nick held up the bottle adorned with a drawing of a red-feathered grouse on the label and read the inscription—“By appointment to Her Majesty, the Queen.” He had become fond of this particular brand when he was stationed in Great Britain years earlier.

	Nick’s cigarette had burned down so he took another from the box on the table. He tapped the butt end a few times on his gold cigarette lighter before firing it up. He stared for a few moments at the lighter in the palm of his hand. It was engraved with his initials on one side and the seven of hearts on the other. It had been a gift from someone very special. He picked up his glass and gently tapped it against the bottle.

	“To you, babe. All the best.”

	He took a sip then sat back in his chair, thinking about something he hadn’t dared to revisit in a long time. Seeing Brodie took Nick back to the time he’d spent in England on assignment. In a way, he had been happier when he was stationed there, but only because of one thing—a young woman named Gwyn, short for Gwyndolyn. She was a Scottish girl, a rare blind date arranged by a co-worker in his office. Nick wasn’t big on quality socializing with the opposite sex, opting instead for brief flings and casual encounters. He had never allowed himself to even think about commitment, knowing what the life of a field agent was like—here today, dead tomorrow.

	There had been something special about Gwyn, though, something at once charming and defiant. She had a biting wit that clicked with his own aggressive personality, and she could match him blow for blow when it came to verbal sparring. She was petite but everything was in wonderful proportion, backed up with an easy laugh and eyes that seemed to say, “I dare you not to fall in love with me.” It was a challenge Nick couldn’t pass up. It had been a case of instant attraction for both of them. Gwyn was beautiful and Nick couldn’t keep his hands or his mind off her. When things began to feel serious Nick resisted because of the inherent dangers in his line of work, but Gwyn didn’t care. She knew what she was getting into and what she wanted. He never forgot her words when he finally worked up the nerve to pop the question—“Only if you marry me in Scotland.” They were wed a few weeks later. That was when Gwyn had given Nick the gold lighter as a wedding gift. It was his good luck charm and he never went anywhere without it.

	Nick turned his head at the sound of footsteps approaching. Raul stopped when he reached the table then sat down.

	“What’re you doing here, amigo?” Nick asked. “Don’t you have a date waiting for you somewhere?”

	“Not tonight. You okay, Chief? Since your friend left you been awful moody.”

	Nick grinned at being so transparent. “Just thinking.” He took a puff on his cigarette. “You ever hear any rumors about me?”

	“Just that you used to work for the feds doin’ some kinda intel stuff.”

	“I was with the CIA, to be precise.”

	“You were a spy?”

	“Yeah. Worked all around the globe. Even did a brief undercover stint in your country. Great cigars, by the way. Seems there was always a war somewhere we had to stick our noses into whether they wanted us to or not.”

	“Dangerous stuff?”

	“It got hairy at times.” He rested his cigarette in the ashtray then sipped his scotch. “Did I ever tell you I was married once?”

	“Uh-uh. When?”

	“About seven years ago. I was working in London at the time. That’s where we met.” He smiled slightly at the memory. “Her name was Gwyn. She was a young Scottish woman a friend fixed me up with. Man, I thought she was it. I’d never even gotten close to a committed relationship before, but once I met her, all bets were off. We were married three months after we met.”

	“What happened to her?”

	Nick tossed back the last of his drink then poured another one. “She was killed in a terrorist bombing that was intended for me.”

	Raul looked at him while slowly shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Chief. You know who did it?”

	Nick puffed his cigarette. “A slimy little germ named Miles Lavender. He was a freelance mercenary and about as rotten as they come. Gun-running, bombings, torture for the fun of it, kidnapping for ransom—and those were his good qualities. If there was money in it, Lavender was there.”

	“Rough character, huh?”

	Nick smirked. “Wherever Lavender went, death followed. He was very good at avoiding capture, too. He spoke several languages and had deep connections with the IRA, the Taliban and the Russian Mafia. I crisscrossed Europe for nearly a year chasing that son of a bitch and I was finally closing in on him.”

	“Was this before or after your wife was... uh...”

	“Before. That explosion he set was supposed to take me out of the game.”

	Raul scooted his chair closer to the table and rested his arms on the top. “Why were you so intent on findin’ this guy?”

	Nick hesitated a moment. “One of his capers was kidnapping the twelve-year-old daughter of a member of the British Parliament. Lavender demanded a ransom of five thousand pounds. The guy paid up but Lavender didn’t keep his word about returning the girl unharmed.” He slowly shook his head in remembrance. “After two days of captivity and God knows what else, the vacant look she had in her eyes just haunted me. I never forgot it.”

	“So what happened with your wife?”

	Nick took a final puff on his cigarette then ground it out in the ashtray. “Gwyn had been after me to take some time off so we could go to Scotland to visit her family, but it was just an excuse. She knew the job was getting to me and I needed a break. I arranged for a long weekend and we drove to Glasgow. When we got there I left her alone in our room at the inn while I went to a pub to buy some scotch. Then...” He closed his eyes at the memory. “She apparently answered the phone, which was rigged to a bomb. She never had a chance.”

	“You blamed yourself?”

	Nick looked at him. “Wouldn’t you? If I’d stayed in the room and sent her out she’d still be alive.”

	“How did you know it was it the same guy you were chasin’?”

	Nick sipped his drink. “I’ll let you in on something you probably don’t know about bomb makers. Each one has a distinctive style, sort of like a signature. Could be the explosive they use, or the way they twist the wires when they put them together. Lavender’s calling card was bundling C-4 with a container of butane to guarantee a fire. That’s what the lab techs found in what was left of the room.”

	“But you caught the guy, right?”

	“Oh, yeah. Took me six months, day and night, but I found him.”

	Raul hesitated. “What’d you do?”

	Nick stared at him for a moment. “I shot him dead in his tracks.”

	They sat in silence for a few minutes before Raul spoke. “You never opened up like this before. What changed?”

	Nick sipped his drink. “The man who was here earlier was my partner at the time. He dropped by to tell me that Lavender may still be out there and I might’ve killed the wrong guy.” He let out a deep sigh. “I’ve spent the last six years trying not to think about it. Then he shows up and brings it back, like a malignant tumor. Guess I just felt like talking to someone.”

	“Is what happened the reason you’ve never had a steady woman?”

	“What’re you talking about? I go out with women all the time.”

	“I mean more than once or twice. You afraid of someone gettin’ too close?”

	Nick took a puff and tried to hide his irritation. “Tread lightly, or I might forget our friendship.”

	“So what’re you gonna do?”

	Nick slowly shook his head. “I don’t know.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s almost closing time at Woody’s down in Islamorada. Why don’t you go see if that lap dancer you have the hots for is working tonight?”

	Raul chuckled. “Maybe I will.” He paused. “You sure you don’t want me to hang around awhile?”

	Nick shook his head. “I’ll be all right, but thanks for the offer.”

	Raul stood then placed his palm on Nick’s shoulder. Nick looked up at him.

	“Chief, you be careful with whatever you’re gonna do.”

	“Thanks, amigo.”

	Nick took a sip then turned his gaze toward the Gulf. A few boats out for some night fishing dotted the darkened horizon, while a handful of stars broke up the endless night. Sorry you never made it here, babe. You would’ve liked it, especially since you used to complain about the damp winters in England. You always needled me about being a damn bloody Yank, but I know you meant it with love and you wanted to come back to the States with me. Sorry about that.

	Nick had stood at Gwyn’s gravesite in Glasgow, staring blankly at the flower-bedecked coffin. His mind wasn’t idle, though. He had felt a rage burning deep inside. Don’t worry, babe, I’ll find him. And when I do I’ll kill the son of a bitch. Here today, dead tomorrow.

	After the funeral Nick was offered an assignment elsewhere but he insisted on staying. He became completely engulfed in his pursuit. Nick’s search for Lavender took him from London to Holland, then Portugal, Spain and Paris, but there was no sign of Lavender. Nick grew increasingly frustrated at his inability to hit the moving target. Finding Lavender had become his life’s quest. It had also become his obsession.

	Nick had familiarized himself even more with every detail of Miles Lavender. Every waking moment was spent reviewing, over and over again, the terrorist’s traits and quirks. Nick tried to get inside Lavender’s skin, to think like he did, to predict the criminal’s next moves before he made them. He unconsciously began adopting some of Lavender’s traits. He rationalized that the best way to defeat your enemy was to think and act like him. Unfortunately for those around him, one of the traits Nick picked up was Lavender’s hair-trigger temper, and even his battle-hardened co-workers voiced concerns over Nick’s sudden short fuse and explosive outbursts.

	He closed his eyes again as something else from the past came back to him.

	Felicia Hagens entered his office, closed the door then leaned against it with her hands behind her back. She stared at Nick. He looked her over and took in her bronzed Barbadian complexion. “What?”

	“You wanna chew my legs off ‘cause you’re frustrated, that’s okay. I can take whatever you dish out, but you just reamed two other guys new assholes for no reason.”

	Nick turned to look out the window. “They should’ve been on top of this. They know how important it is for me to find Lavender.”

	“We all know how important this is to you. Hell, you think you got a lock on the revenge department? I got people I wanna get even with too, but you can’t keep goin’ like this.”

	Nick felt her hands on his shoulders. He closed his eyes and deeply exhaled. “Sorry if I’ve been too rough.”

	Felicia’s strong fingers deeply kneaded his tight muscles. “Don’t apologize to me.”

	He laughed. “Yeah, if I ever gave you too much shit you’d probably shoot me.”

	“Damn straight, and I wouldn’t miss.”

	Nick turned to face her and gazed into her soft doe-like brown eyes. “You would, wouldn’t you?”

	She gave a wicked chuckle. “Try me sometime, Tough Guy.”

	His team finally got the break it needed when an informant told them that Lavender and three confederates were back in London, having taken refuge in the Soho area. Nick and Brodie pulled together a team made up of their members and the British Secret Service, and set off to bring Lavender in. No one bothered to specify dead or alive. With the precision that only years of experience can bring, Brodie led the team through the front door of the market being used as the hide-out. Lavender’s conspirators were taken into custody, but there was no sign of Lavender—or of Nick Seven.

	Nick had planned this raid very carefully. In a private interrogation session with the informant, Nick learned that the store had a hidden exit that emptied into an alley. As the other agents busted in the front, Nick waited behind the store.

	He recalled in minute detail what happened next, as though he were watching a replay of an old movie.

	A section of the wall slowly creaked open and a man cautiously exited the building, stopping to look around the area. It was Miles Lavender, all five-feet, six inches of him.

	Nick waited until Lavender was completely into the open. Lavender stepped into the alley, looked around again then began walking away. Nick stepped out from behind a pile of crates with his gun in his hand.

	“Lavender,” he called out. “CIA. You’re under arrest. Get your hands in the air and turn around, slow.”

	Lavender stopped and slowly turned to face Nick, who was barely visible in his black leather jacket. The light from a nearby street lamp glinted off the barrel of Nick’s gun and some stray light picked up the shine from Lavender’s gold front tooth. Nick had a quick mental flashback to the explosion that had killed Gwyn and he remembered once more the face of the twelve-year-old girl.

	Lavender sized up his competition and suddenly withdrew his hand from his coat pocket, wrapped around a Glock semi-automatic. He raised his gun toward Nick and laughed. It was the last sound he would ever make. Nick quickly squeezed off two shots from his .357 Magnum. The first one struck Lavender in the upper left chest while the second one found a home in his midsection. He crumpled onto the cobblestones and exhaled one last breath.

	Nick quickly approached, kicked the gun away then knelt. He felt Lavender’s neck but didn’t detect a pulse. He slowly stood erect then carefully aimed the barrel of his gun between Lavender’s eyes.

	“This one’s for Gwyn,” he said, and pulled the trigger.

	Nick stood over Lavender’s lifeless body when Brodie rushed into the alley with his gun drawn. He approached and looked at what was left of Lavender.

	“I think I got him, Gene,” Nick somberly said.

	“I think you got him and a half.”

	After Lavender’s demise Nick felt a void in his life. He had been so consumed with finding and eliminating his nemesis that he felt like there were no more challenges, no more hurdles to overcome. That was when he requested a transfer back to the United States and took an instructor’s position with the Agency. Nick wanted to put as much distance between himself and England as possible, since there was nothing left there but painful memories. The transfer back home didn’t renew Nick’s enthusiasm so after a year of training new recruits he decided to get out and rejoin the human race.

	What if I really did kill the wrong man? That means I still owe Gwyn for letting her down the way I did. I never should’ve left that room. If I’d been there, if I’d sent her out, it would’ve been me who answered the phone, not her. That was how it should’ve gone down. If only I’d been more careful...

	Nick looked again at the gold lighter, wiped a tear from the corner of his eye then stood. He went to the bar, picked up the phone book and looked for the number he needed. He punched it into the phone.

	“Would you connect me to Mr. Brodie’s room, please?”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Felicia Hagens stepped behind the bar at Crabby Dick’s Waterfront Saloon on Barbados, drew a Diet Coke from the tap and took a long swallow. She picked up a cocktail napkin and dabbed at the beads of sweat on her forehead then pushed her shoulder-length brown hair back from her face. She exhaled a deep breath and scanned the nearly full bar, focusing on a table with six American sailors downing Red Stripe beer like it was their last meal and laughing boisterously. She had already had to caution the sailors about their rowdiness when two of them had made a grab for one of the cocktail waitresses. She had also pulled the young woman off to the side and suggested that skin-tight shorts and no visible panty lines might be good for tips, but she shouldn’t be surprised when a bunch of guys who hadn’t seen female flesh up close and personal for several months tried to cop a feel.

	She took another drink and sighed. After a hitch in the Marines and a half-dozen years with the CIA you’d think I’d be used to dealin’ with macho wise-guys. I just hope they don’t start somethin’ tonight. I’m too tired to break up another fight. Damn temperature topped out at a hundred today and it’s still muggy as hell.

	Felicia stepped outside to get away from the stifling air that smelled of stale beer, cigarettes and sweat. She looked at the clear night sky punctuated by bright stars. In the background she heard waves lazily slapping the shore. The cell phone in her pocket rang and she answered it.

	“May I speak with Felicia Hagens?” a man politely began.

	“You got her. Who’s this?”

	“Gene Brodie. We worked together in England a few years ago. Remember?”

	Felicia scowled. “How could I forget? How’d you know where to find me?”

	Brodie chuckled. “It wasn’t difficult.”

	“I forgot. You’re the CIA and you can do anythin’. What do you want?”

	Brodie paused. “We have a situation that’s come up and we need to reactivate the old team.”

	Felicia laughed. “You’re wastin’ my minutes. No way in hell I’m comin’ back. Not to be rude, but I’m gettin’ ready to hang up now.”

	“Wait a minute,” Brodie quickly interjected. “Just hear me out. I know things were awkward when you decided to quit, but we really need your help. You see, there’s been some trouble in the States. I’m sure you’ve heard about it.”

	“Yeah, but what’s that got to do with me?”

	“We think it’s related to a case we worked about six years ago.”

	Felicia hesitated, knowing what Brodie was referring to. “That case was closed.”

	Brodie laughed softly. “Yeah, that’s what Nick Seven said, but I’ve convinced him to come back and look at the evidence.”

	Felicia’s attention was piqued. “Nick’s buyin’ into this foolishness? You either blackmailed him or held a gun to his head.”

	“Regardless, he thought it was worth looking into. Felicia, we really could use you on this one.”

	“Why you callin’ me? You runnin’ low on spooks?”

	“No, but we’re under a lot of pressure. Having people familiar with the original case would speed things along.”

	She thought for a few moments. “Let me sleep on it and I’ll get back to you.”

	“Fair enough. Since time’s short we’d need you at Langley day after tomorrow at the latest.” Brodie paused and when he continued his tone was more conversational. “Have you seen Nick lately?”

	“Not since he quit five years ago.” She hesitated, almost afraid to ask her question. “Have you?”

	“Yeah, I saw him today.”

	She absently brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “How is he?”

	“He looks good. Physically he’s up to it but I’m a little concerned about his emotional fitness. I could tell he’s still carrying around a lot of guilt. You two had something going toward the end of his hitch in England, didn’t you?”

	Felicia smirked. “Forget it, Brodie. I know where you’re goin’ with this. Nick’s his own man and he doesn’t need me to prop him up.” She paused. I guess if Nick took it seriously it can’t hurt to see what they’ve got. “Okay, I’ll be there day after tomorrow but if I don’t like what I hear, I’m haulin’ my ass back here on the next flight.”

	“Deal. See you then.”

	She disconnected then slipped the phone into her pocket. A smile spread across her face. Yeah, Nick and I had somethin’ goin’ before he left, somethin’ I wish would’ve gone further. Guess it wasn’t the right time. I shouldn’t get involved with the Company again, but what the hell. I’m gettin’ bored playin’ referee for a different bunch of drunks every night. Her smile broadened. Besides, I wouldn’t mind seein’ Nick again.

	She was approached by a tall well-muscled man in a loose-fitting yellow shirt and white slacks. Felicia recognized him as one of the local regulars named Guillermo. He was always hitting on her. He offered a broad smile and stopped within a few feet.

	“Hey, been lookin’ for you,” he began.

	“So now you found me.”

	He laughed softly. “You doin’ anythin’ later?”

	“It’s two in the mornin’. How much later you think it’s gonna get?”

	“I thought mebbe we could have a coupla drinks or go walkin’ on the beach.”

	She shook her head. “Not tonight. I’m all done in.”

	He nodded knowingly. “I gotta work a charter tomorrow but how ‘bout the day after?”

	“Sorry, but I have plans.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Nick and Brodie were ushered into Daniel Currey’s office the following afternoon. Nick’s eyes did a quick sweep of the oversized room, noting the bulletproof windows, high-tech security devices and state of the art computer system. No wonder my taxes are so high.

	Currey stood behind the desk, smiled and extended his hand. Nick shook it and looked at his former boss, with his large belly and thinning gray hair. Man, talk about not aging gracefully. I know we always called you the Old Man, but now you’re looking the part. Too many cocktail parties on The Hill and luncheons with lobbyists to squeeze a few more bucks for your budget? Lay off the carbs, pal.

	“Good to see you again, Nick,” Currey said.

	“Thanks,” Nick replied before taking a seat in one of the leather armchairs.

	Currey resumed his seat and began the meeting without small talk. “I assume Gene’s given you the rundown. This one’s really got us in a box. What’s your take, Nick?”

	“I’ve read the reports, and the pattern of attacks could be the work of several groups, from a sleeper cell to a bunch of pissed off Freedom Fighters. Doesn’t convince me that it’s Lavender.”

	Currey slowly rocked in his padded swivel chair. “Then let’s look at the common threads. The explosives used in three of the incidents consisted of C-4 laced with butane. Recognize that signature?”

	Like I could forget? “What else?”

	Currey opened the lap drawer of his desk, withdrew an item and passed it across to Nick. “The man they killed during the Federal Depository hold-up had this in his pocket.”

	Nick examined the item carefully. It was an oval-shaped worry stone with a gold eyelet, purple in hue.

	“What color would you say that is, Nick?” Currey asked. “A shade of lavender? If memory serves, Lavender was superstitious and gave each of his men one of those worry stones when they did a job, as a good luck piece. Wasn’t that how you were able to identify any of his crew when you caught up with them?”

	Nick set it on the desk. “A lot of people carry worry stones. Doesn’t mean anything.”

	“All right, how about this? The man also had an L-shaped scar on his right inner forearm. Didn’t Lavender make all his men take a blood oath of some kind, sort of an initiation rite?”

	Nick thought for a moment. “Could be coincidence, or a gang sign. Maybe the guy tried to cut his wrist and missed.”

	Currey leaned forward and rested his forearms on the desk. “Then try this one. For the first time in five years, Bernardi has surfaced in New York and we think he’s back in business dealing wholesale weapons. Wasn’t he Lavender’s favorite supplier because he kept his mouth shut no matter how much pressure we applied?”

	“Maybe Bernardi found himself a new sugar daddy.”

	“We don’t think so. Bernardi had been lying low for a long time, selling the occasional Uzi or Glock from the trunk of his car, mostly to the mob or street punks. Over the last few months, intelligence reports indicate he’s been stockpiling large amounts of explosives, detonators and assault weapons. According to one of our informants, Bernardi was expecting a big pay day after that Depository robbery and he isn’t happy about not being paid yet.”

	“How do you tie all this into Lavender?”

	“Too many similarities,” Brodie interjected. “The attacks have all of Lavender’s earmarks—seemingly random targets, hundreds of miles apart but all chosen to elicit maximum publicity. Attacking a school bus full of Catholic schoolchildren, bombing a church, blowing up a Federal courthouse where a Nazi war criminal was on trial—and the Depository in New York was no chance robbery that went bad. On that particular day, two million dollars in un-circulated currency was awaiting shipment to banks across the country. Do you remember the job Lavender’s crew pulled in Heidelberg about eight years ago?”

	Nick searched his memory for a moment then nodded. “The largest diamond wholesaler in that part of Germany was robbed. They got away with about a million in uncut stones, street value well over ten million. One of them dropped one of those worry stones on his way out. We traced the diamonds to an arms dealer in Brussels. He said he took it as payment for weapons and fake passports to get the men out of the country.”

	“The currency targeted at the Reserve would be worth twenty times its face value on the black market,” Brodie said. “We think Lavender tried to steal it to pay off Bernardi and finance his operation.”

	Currey slowly tapped his pencil on the desk. “I never liked coincidences.”

	Nick thought for a moment, processing everything he’d heard. What are the odds he’s still alive? If he is, who did I kill in that alley six years ago? I don’t like coincidences, either, but this isn’t hard evidence. “Can’t be. I know who I killed and we conducted an autopsy. That closes the book as far as I’m concerned.”

	Currey and Brodie exchanged uncomfortable looks. “You want to tell him?” Currey asked.

	“Tell me what?” Nick queried

	Brodie cleared his throat. “When this began to look like Lavender’s handiwork we reviewed the M.E.’s report more carefully.” He paused and glanced down for a moment. “Since Lavender was adept at not leaving a trace throughout his career, the best they could do was a four-point fingerprint match, and the dental records were inconclusive.”

	Nick felt his face flush with anger. “Are you saying that a sociopath with the scruples of a hyena outwitted this country’s largest, best-equipped intelligence agency?”

	“It’s an embarrassing possibility,” Brodie conceded.

	“Not to me,” Nick bluntly retorted. “Screw your forensic evidence. I know in my gut it was Lavender.”

	Currey sat back in his chair. “Maybe it wasn’t us Lavender outwitted, Nick. Maybe it was you.”

	“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

	“We all know how focused you were on finding him after what happened. Maybe it clouded your judgment.” Currey paused for a moment. “Right now you’re asking yourself a lot of questions, like did I kill the right man? If it wasn’t Lavender, who was it? Is he really still out there somewhere, waiting to strike?”

	Nick felt the hairs on the back of his neck standing at attention and a chill ran down his spine. I’ve got to know. “Is any of my old team still around?”

	“You mean besides me?” Brodie asked.

	Nick looked at him. “How long since you’ve been in the field, Gene?”

	Brodie’s eyes narrowed. “Not so long that I can’t keep up with you, partner.”

	Currey opened a drawer, withdrew a file then slid it across the desk. “Sawyer’s been dead for two years but I’ve got a good replacement in mind, a young guy I’ve had my eye on named Sanders. He hasn’t spent much time in the field but he’ll be okay. Besides Gene, how’d you like to have Felicia?”

	Nick’s eyebrows went up in surprise. “Felicia? I thought she went back home to Barbados.”

	“She did, but we’ve already been in touch with her,” Currey answered. “She’ll be here tomorrow.”

	“Pretty sure of yourself, weren’t you?” Nick hesitated. “If this really is Lavender, or one of his disciples, it might not be a good idea to involve her. Could get dangerous.”

	“I wouldn’t worry about her,” Currey continued. “She can still take care of herself.”

	“What’s she been doing?”

	Currey chuckled. “Working as a bouncer in a waterfront saloon.”

	They all stood. Then Currey spoke. “Gene, would you excuse us?”

	Brodie looked from one to the other. “Of course. Nick, stop by my office when you’re done. I’ll get you squared away.”

	After Brodie closed the door Currey sat in one of the leather chairs. Nick sat then faced him.

	“Gene’s not too happy playing second string again, especially to you,” Currey began.

	“I picked up on that.”

	“I know you two had different approaches to the job but I hope you can put aside any past differences.”

	Nick looked at him for a moment. This was the last thing I wanted to get involved in again. “I’ll do what’s necessary.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nick opened the bottle of scotch he’d purchased in the base Commissary, poured some into a glass then added two ice cubes. He took a sip then sat at the desk in his room in the Visiting Officer’s Quarters. He retrieved the file on the newest member of his reactivated team and tried to focus on the printed pages, but it was difficult. He got as far as learning that Brad Sanders had graduated in the top five percent of his class at Dartmouth and had been with the Agency for eighteen months, before his mind began to wander.

	He tossed the file onto the desk, sipped his drink then stood. He turned off the light by the switch near the door, immersing the room in darkness, then crossed to the window. He opened the curtains, leaned against the frame and stared absently into the night. His second floor room offered him a distant view of the airstrip. He saw the steady blinking lights of a C-130 cargo plane awaiting permission to take off for parts unknown.

	Nick thought about the events of the previous forty-eight hours that had jolted him from his comfort zone and back into a world he thought he’d left behind—one he didn’t want to return to. His mind wasn’t on the case, though. It was preoccupied with one thing—Felicia Hagens. Five years since we’ve seen each other. I wonder if she’s still the same? He grinned in remembrance as a mental image popped into his head. I always thought she had the complete package—smart, beautiful, with a wicked sense of humor and a right cross that would knock you on your ass. Wonder if she’s involved with someone? There had to be a reason why she left. Probably because of a guy back home she’d promised her heart to.

	He took his cigarettes from his pocket then lit one. Felicia tried her damnedest to pull me out of the dumps after Gwyn’s death. Kind of made me feel guilty for the rough time I gave her when she came over there and joined my team. He grinned. I remember one night when she practically dragged me to a jazz club after work. We had a great time but what I really remember was when I took her home and she laid a kiss on me that made my toes tingle. Probably could’ve found out what else she had in mind but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I think she understood.

	He took a puff then exhaled. Wonder what I’ll find when I start digging into this? I just can’t buy into Lavender being alive. Still...

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The next morning Nick met with his reactivated team in one of the conference rooms. Felicia had arrived from Barbados and the minute Nick saw her he removed all doubts about her fitness. She had obviously remembered her Marine training and kept herself in shape. He cast his eyes over her bronzed five-foot-six physique encased in a snug light blue cashmere sweater and khaki slacks. His gaze lingered on her high cheekbones outlined by long brown hair that fell below her shoulders, 34D chest and firm abdomen. She still looks like a Sports Illustrated swimsuit model. Damn! Why didn’t I keep in touch with her the past few years? Bet she can still demolish the table with one good kick.

	Nick was surprised when Felicia approached him with a warm smile and gave him a bear hug. He hesitated a moment then hugged her back. I don’t recall this much touchy-feely when we worked together. Actually it feels kinda nice. He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “Hi.”

	“That the best you can do after all this time?” she teased in her West Indies accent. “Hi?”

	“Okay, how have you been?”

	“You sound like a Hallmark card. We’ll talk later.”

	Nick stood at the front of the conference table and looked each person in the eye for a moment. “I want to thank all of you for signing on for this. It could be a tough one and a few of us have been out of action for a while.” He looked at Sanders. “Brad, I know this is new for you, but if you have any questions, just ask.”

	Sanders smiled. “Thanks, Mr. Seven.”

	“Nick will do.”

	“You really think Lavender’s alive?” Felicia asked.

	“I’ve seen enough to pique my curiosity.” He gestured at a large dry erase board on the wall where he had made notes. “That’s what we have to go on. As you can see, the first reports on Bernardi’s weapons trading in New York were dated five weeks ago. Two weeks later the school bus was attacked in Chicago. One week after that the church in Alabama was bombed. Less than a week later the Federal Reserve in New York was held up and two days ago the Federal courthouse in Cleveland was the target.”

	“So why they think it’s Lavender?” Felicia asked.

	“Think about it. What were Lavender’s favorite targets?”

	Felicia thought for a moment. “Churches, schools, government buildings and anythin’ else that would grab attention.”

	“On the money. Gene, roll the film.”

	Brodie went to the large plasma TV at the front of the room. “We got news footage from all of the attacks. These are the edited-for-broadcast versions but they may tell us something.”

	The four agents sat around the table watching the carnage unfold on the screen. They had gotten to the bombing of the federal building in Cleveland when something caught Nick’s eye. “Hold that frame,” he called out.

	Brodie froze the image on the screen and Nick approached to take a closer look. The scene was outside the courthouse and showed gawking bystanders milling about, satisfying their natural bloodlust. He peered at a lone figure in the background who was turning away to leave. Right down to the gold tooth.

	“Son of a bitch,” he softly uttered. “It’s him. A little older and a little heavier, but it’s him.” He turned to face Sanders. “Get me a blow up of this section and clean up that guy’s face so I can make it out.”

	Sanders took the DVD from the machine and left the room. Fifteen minutes later he returned and handed Nick a five-by-seven glossy of the figure in question. Nick snatched it from him and stared hard for a few minutes. Now I’m convinced. “Gene, who shot that footage?”

	Brodie consulted a list. “News crew from WJW-TV in Cleveland. They were covering the trial when the bomb went off.”

	“Then that’s where we’ll start. Felicia, you and I are going to Cleveland. Gene, you and Brad go to New York and find Bernardi. He always used a middleman so his hands wouldn’t get dirty. You identify him and we may have a starting place.”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Early fall in Cleveland ushered in crisp air off Lake Erie that put a slight edge on the evening temperature. Nick drove the rented car through one of the older neighborhoods on the city’s east side, where a lot of people from the old country had settled several generations earlier.

	“Why we startin’ here?” Felicia asked.

	“This is like old Europe. Lavender always sought out areas like this where he could find pubs, restaurants and shops that gave him a taste of home. If he’s in town there’s a good chance he may have hit one of the places around here.”

	“Still know his habits, huh?”

	Nick gave her a sideways glance. “Yeah, I guess I do.”

	They parked in front of a bar near the shipyards and went inside. The place was half filled with blue collar types unwinding after a day’s labor. The sound of pool balls colliding emanated from a backroom and fought for attention with the jukebox. Nick and Felicia had dressed down for the occasion to blend in, but the sight of a Caucasian man and dark- skinned woman together was apparently out of place for the neighborhood, judging from the looks they got when they took a table near the door.

	A barmaid approached and looked them over for a moment. “What can I get ya?”

	“Information, for starters,” Nick answered. He took a photo from the breast pocket of his black leather jacket and showed it to her. “Ever seen this guy in here?”

	The woman looked at the picture for a moment. “What’s it to you?”

	“He owes me money and he’s been ducking my calls.”

	“Look, pal, I’ll give ya some free advice: in this place, nobody knows anybody, nobody sees anything and they don’t talk to outsiders. Get it?”

	“Aw, come on. You telling me a sharp gal like you doesn’t remember a good customer? Maybe this will help—he always drinks Pernod, straight up with an ale chaser and he tips big. Coming back to you?”

	“Just a minute.”

	She returned to the bar, leaned over and spoke to the bartender. He went to the billiard room. A couple of minutes later two burly men who looked like they’d been kicked out of the Longshoreman’s union for being too rough with the cargo emerged. They approached Nick and Felicia’s table.

	One of them nudged Nick’s shoulder with a hand the size of a rump roast. “Hey, you. The lady says you don’t listen too good. Says she told you she don’t know nothin’ but you don’t hear. You got shit for brains? Or maybe you just need your ears cleaned out.”

	Nick slowly pushed his chair back and stood. He sized the guy up and noted that he had four inches and thirty pounds of advantage, but Nick decided it was worth the chance. In a quick blur of motion Nick grabbed the man by the front of his shirt, slammed him against the wall then raised him six inches in the air. With his free hand he grabbed the man’s crotch with a viselike grip. The man gasped in surprise when he realized Nick held his future in the palm of his hand.

	“Was I talking to you?” Nick quietly demanded.

	The other man made a move to come to his friend’s aid but was stopped by Felicia. He cried out in pain when she grabbed his arm and pinned it behind his back, forcing him to his knees. She kept her hold on his arm.

	“Don’t go lookin’ for trouble, man, unless you don’t need this arm no more.”

	Nick resumed his conversation with the first thug. “Now listen good. I’m looking for a guy who may be a regular here. I’ve got business with him and I don’t have time for this bullshit. Do we understand each other?”

	The man looked at Nick with wide eyes.

	“I didn’t catch that,” Nick said.

	The man frantically nodded his head.

	“Good. If you can play nice I’ll let you go and my friend will let your buddy keep his arm. Otherwise...” Nick tightened his grip on the man’s family jewels, causing him to gasp again. “I think we’ve achieved communication.”

	Nick released his grip and let the man slide to the floor, where he sat against the wall taking deep breaths. Felicia let the other man up. Nick wiped his hands on his jacket and spoke to her. “Let’s try some other places.”

	They walked to the door then Nick stopped, looked at the silent crowd and smiled. “Tell everyone we’ll be back in an hour.”

	They drove a few blocks further until they found a market that specialized in imported foods. The store was set up like a quaint corner market, the kind that had been run out of business by the superstores. Nick approached the older woman behind the counter and offered a smile. He took the photo from his pocket and showed it to her.

	“Hi. I’m wondering if you’ve ever seen this fellow in here. He usually buys Earl Grey tea, Kingsbury biscuits and Guinness Stout Ale. Maybe Shepherd’s Pie and salad cream, too.”

	The woman took a long look at the picture. “He looks familiar, but I can’t say for sure.”

	Nick pocketed the picture. “Any other markets around here that sell those items?”

	She slowly shook her head. “Not anymore. We’re the only one.”

	“Thanks.”

	He and Felicia left the market and got in the car.

	“Now what?” she asked.

	Nick thought for a moment. “Fresh out of ideas. Feel like dinner?”

	“Sure.”

	Nick drove to The Flats, a former waterfront shipping and warehouse area that had been converted into an upscale dining and entertainment complex on the Cuyahoga River. They found seats on the outdoor deck at
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