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The sun baked the varnish on the teak rail under my hand, warm and smooth as polished bone. Down below, the tide chuckled against the pilings of the marina, a lazy, hypnotic rhythm. Another Tuesday afternoon melting away in the South Florida haze. Smelled of salt, diesel fumes, and the faint, sweet rot of the mangroves over on the spoil island. I leaned back in the fighting chair of the Sea Witch, my bare feet propped up, letting the heat seep into muscles that reminded me more often than I liked that forty wasn’t thirty anymore. Especially not this side of forty. The beer sweating in my hand was cold enough to make my teeth ache, just the way I liked it. Peace. Paid for, hard-earned, and about as reliable as a politician’s promise.

Which is why the sound of expensive Italian loafers crunching on the crushed shell path leading down the dock grated on my nerves before I even saw the guy. You don’t hear that sound much around this end of the basin, where the working boats and the liveaboards like me kept things simple. Further down, yeah, where the gleaming multi-million dollar plastic palaces bobbed like fat white ducks, you got your Gucci loafers and your deck shoes that cost more than my monthly slip fee.

He stopped at the foot of my gangway, a silhouette against the blinding glare off the water. Tall, thin, dressed in a pale linen suit that probably cost four figures and still managed to look wrinkled and uncomfortable in the humidity. He clutched a slim leather briefcase like it was a life raft. Definitely not a neighbor dropping by to borrow some chum.

“Mr. Kincaid?” His voice was reedy, stretched thin. City money, trying too hard.

I didn’t move, just squinted at him. “Depends who’s asking.”

“My name is Arthur Pym. I represent Mr. Silas Thorne.” He shifted his weight, the loafers crunching again. Nerves. Or maybe just expensive shoes on cheap gravel. “He wishes to engage your services.”

Silas Thorne. The name rang a bell, distant and heavy, like a buoy clang in fog. Old money, real estate, philanthropy, the kind of name that got whispered when big checks were written for hospital wings or art museum galas. The kind of name usually attached to lawyers in sharper suits than this Pym fellow was wearing.

I took a slow pull from my beer. “My services aren’t usually advertised in the society pages, Mr. Pym. How’d Mr. Thorne find my little hideaway?”

Pym cleared his throat, dabbing at his temple with a folded handkerchief that looked suspiciously like silk. “Mr. Thorne has… extensive resources. He was given your name by a mutual acquaintance who vouched for your discretion and… effectiveness in certain sensitive matters.”

“Sensitive matters.” I let the words hang in the hot, still air. Usually meant messy matters. The kind that left stains you couldn’t easily wash out. The kind I’d been trying to leave behind, swapping them for the relative honesty of chasing tarpon. “I’m mostly retired from that line of work. More interested in tide charts than trouble these days.”

“Mr. Thorne is prepared to be extremely generous regarding your fee,” Pym said quickly, maybe a little too quickly. He gestured vaguely towards the gleaming row of mega-yachts further down the marina. “He understands the value of expertise.”

I swung my legs down, the deck warm under my feet. Sat up straighter. The cheap plastic seat of the fighting chair creaked in protest. Cunning, maybe. But the body kept score. “Generosity is nice. Doesn’t pay for aggravation.” I looked past him, out towards the inlet where a charter boat was heading in, trailing optimistic gulls. “What kind of ‘sensitive matter’ are we talking about? If it involves unhappy wives or runaway kids, I can give you the number of a guy.”

Pym took a hesitant step closer, lowering his voice, though the nearest boat was fifty yards away and probably only housed hungover deckhands. “It involves finances, Mr. Kincaid. Specifically, certain irregularities Mr. Thorne has become aware of. Transactions connected to several high-end resort properties along the coast.”

“Resorts?” I thought of the glossy brochures, the guarded gates, the manufactured paradise sold to wealthy snowbirds and international tourists. Places I avoided like month-old bait. “His resorts?”

“Properties in which Mr. Thorne has… significant interests,” Pym corrected, choosing his words carefully. “He has reason to believe funds are being moved inappropriately. Siphoned, perhaps. Through complex channels. He requires someone who can operate outside conventional methods, someone who can look into the shadows without drawing attention.”

“Look into shadows.” I grunted. A poetic way of saying ‘break a few rules, maybe a few laws, and don’t get caught.’ “Why not his own security? Or the police?”

Pym flinched, just slightly. “The situation requires absolute discretion. Bringing in official channels at this stage could… complicate matters. Irreparably. There are reputations at stake. Considerable ones.” He licked his lips. “Mr. Thorne suspects the activity might be… more than simple embezzlement. Potentially linked to less… savory elements.”

Less savory elements. In Florida, that covered a lot of ground, from smuggled parrots to stolen art to things that went bang in the night. Tied to luxury resorts? That narrowed the field but didn’t make it any prettier. It smelled complicated. The kind of complicated that starts with quiet observation and ends with loud noises and sirens. The kind of job I didn’t want anymore.

But Pym hadn’t mentioned the figure Thorne considered ‘extremely generous.’ And the Sea Witch needed a new transmission.

I stared at Pym, standing there sweating in his expensive suit, holding his briefcase like a shield. He looked like a man sent to hire a wolf, hoping it wouldn’t bite the hand offering the leash.

“Silas Thorne,” I said, testing the name again. “Wants me to poke around his fancy hotels because someone’s skimming the till, and he’s worried it’s connected to hoods.” I picked up my beer, found it disappointingly warm now. “Tell me, Mr. Pym. Why does that sound like the polite version of a much dirtier story?”
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Pym’s Adam’s apple did a nervous little jig in his throat. He glanced back towards the gleaming white yachts, as if Silas Thorne himself might be watching through binoculars from some air-conditioned bridge. “Mr. Kincaid,” he began, his voice smoother now, practiced. “Every story has layers. Mr. Thorne is peeling back the first one. He needs to know what’s underneath before deciding how… forcefully… to proceed. The figure he proposes reflects the necessary discretion and the potential… unpleasantness.” He named a number then, one with enough zeroes on the end to make even a jaded semi-retiree sit up and blink. Enough to buy two new transmissions and maybe throw in a radar upgrade.

I let the silence stretch, listening to the water slap the hull. Aggravation money. Hazard pay. Hush money, maybe. “Alright, Pym. You can tell Thorne I’ll take a look. No promises. I poke around, see if the shadows bite back. If it looks like it’s going to get deeper than my wading boots can handle, I walk. And I keep the retainer.” I held his gaze. “That clear?”

He visibly relaxed, the tension easing out of his thin shoulders. “Perfectly. Mr. Thorne understands your methods are your own. He simply requires… results. Or at least, clarity. This contains the initial retainer, background on the properties in question—primarily the Palmetto Shores Grand and the Azure Star Resort—and a contact number for encrypted updates.” He extended the slim leather briefcase he’d been guarding. It felt heavier than it looked.

“Right,” I said, taking it. “Now, if you don’t mind, Mr. Pym, I was enjoying the particular quality of sunlight available only to the gainfully unemployed.”

He gave a tight little nod, mumbled something about being in touch, and crunched his way back up the dock, disappearing around a stack of lobster traps. I watched him go, then hefted the briefcase. Felt the weight of the cash inside. Felt the weight of the unwelcome job settling onto my shoulders. Peace, bought and paid for, just got put on layaway.


The Palmetto Shores Grand wasn’t grand, it was obscene. A sprawling monument to excess plonked down on three hundred yards of what used to be prime turtle nesting beach. Pink stucco, green tile roofs, acres of glass reflecting the relentless sun. Fountains splashed water recycled from God knows where into pools dyed an unnatural blue. The air hummed with the drone of industrial-strength air conditioning fighting a losing battle against the coastal humidity.

I’d parked the rented, suitably anonymous sedan—a faded blue Ford that blended with the employee vehicles—at the edge of the vast parking lot, near the service entrance. Thorne’s backgrounder was thorough: floor plans, executive names, holding companies layered like an onion. But paper doesn’t tell you how a place feels, how it breathes.

For two days, I just watched. From the public beach access, pretending to be just another tourist escaping the Midwest chill. From a table at the overpriced tiki bar nursing lukewarm beers, watching the staff entrances and loading docks. From the anonymous Ford, sweating through my shirt and eating stale crackers.

Most of it was exactly what you’d expect. Armies of housekeeping staff in beige uniforms. Groundskeepers wrestling bougainvillea. Valets sprinting for tips. Food service trucks rumbling in and out. But there were… discrepancies. Little things that snagged at the edge of my perception. The security wasn’t just resort security; some of the guards moved with a coiled readiness, eyes scanning rooftops, hands never far from their sides. They didn’t look like guys worried about stolen towels. More like guys worried about incoming ordnance.

Then there were the deliveries. Twice, late at night, long after the produce and linen trucks had departed, unmarked panel vans arrived at the main loading bay. No company logos. Handled by a separate crew, supervised by one of the coiled-spring security types. Heavy crates, handled with unusual care, whisked inside. It wasn’t slot machines or cases of champagne. It felt different. Colder.

On the third night, I got closer, using a pair of image-intensifying binoculars from the shadowed edge of the mangrove fringe bordering the property. One of the crates, poorly sealed, showed stenciling under the harsh loading bay lights. Cyrillic characters. And a familiar international shipping code I’d last seen on confiscated hardware in a dusty warehouse in Gdansk years ago. Hardware that didn’t belong anywhere near pink































