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  Chapter 1

  
  




Gumbo Malone’s liver had filed for divorce three hours ago, but he kept ordering drinks anyway. The restraining order would come tomorrow morning, along with what promised to be a hangover of biblical proportions. For now, though, life was good at The Soggy Bottom, Cedar Key’s premiere establishment for those seeking to make questionable decisions while knee-deep in rum.

“To solving the case of the homicidal orchid smugglers!” Ellie Trane raised her glass, somehow managing to look elegant despite the paper umbrella that had migrated from her drink to behind her ear.

“May they enjoy their new careers making license plates,” Gumbo clinked his glass against hers, sloshing a healthy portion of piña colada onto the bar.

The Soggy Bottom wasn’t just a tiki bar; it was a Florida institution. The kind of place where the health inspector had his own personalized bar stool and the cockroaches were so old they’d been grandfathered in. The décor screamed “hurricane sale at Party City,” with fishing nets draped across the ceiling, plastic crabs dangling at forehead height, and enough colored Christmas lights to guide in aircraft during an emergency landing.

Tonight, the bar was packed tighter than a snowbird’s suitcase. The Orchid Case, as the locals were calling it, had made Gumbo something of a celebrity. Three different patrons had already bought him drinks, and one elderly woman had asked him to autograph her artificial hip.

“You know,” Ellie said, twirling the little umbrella between her fingers, “we should probably start charging more. Private investigating is clearly a growth industry in a town where the average citizen has at least three felonies on their bucket list.”

Gumbo was about to reply when the front door of The Soggy Bottom burst open with the dramatic force of a reality TV show entrance. The entire bar fell silent, even Old Pete, who’d been in the middle of his nightly tradition of arguing with the stuffed marlin above the bar.

Framed in the doorway stood the most Florida couple Gumbo had ever seen, and in Cedar Key, that was saying something. Both wore matching neon dive suits that had been unzipped to the navel, revealing tans so perfect they seemed offensive. The man sported a platinum blonde mullet that had to be either ironic or psychopathic—possibly both. The woman’s biceps suggested she could bench press a manatee, while her smile contained enough white teeth to build a piano keyboard.

“DRINKS FOR EVERYONE!” the man bellowed, tossing a handful of what appeared to be actual gold coins onto the bar. “The Goldfinders are celebrating!”

The bartender, Jimbo—a man who’d once fought off a hurricane with nothing but a pool noodle and stern language—examined one of the coins suspiciously before shrugging and starting to pour.

“Who unleashed Ken and Barbie’s Florida cousins?” Ellie whispered to Gumbo.

The couple swaggered to the bar, leaving a wake of cologne strong enough to qualify as a chemical weapon. The man slapped Gumbo on the back with the force of a small car accident.

“Brad Goldfinder,” he announced, as if introducing the Second Coming. “And this goddess is my wife, Vivian.”

Vivian flashed a smile that caused two nearby fishermen to walk straight into a support beam.

“You must be that detective everyone’s talking about,” Brad continued, his voice carrying the unique cadence of someone who’d learned public speaking from infomercial hosts. “The plant guy! The orchid avenger!”

“Private investigator,” Gumbo corrected. “Gumbo Malone. And this is my partner, Ellie Trane.”

“Oooh, a partner!” Vivian cooed, her voice a perfect blend of champagne bubbles and implied mischief. “Professional or… personal?” She winked so dramatically that Gumbo worried she’d sprained an eyelid.

“Professional,” Ellie said flatly.

“Shame.” Brad grinned, accepting two violently blue drinks from Jimbo. “We’re big believers in mixing business with pleasure. Right, sugar?”

Vivian responded by executing a complicated maneuver that involved licking salt from Brad’s neck while simultaneously high-fiving a nearby table of senior citizens.

As rounds of drinks flowed like the tide, Gumbo noticed they weren’t the only ones fascinated by the Goldfinders. A severe-looking woman in horn-rimmed glasses—who screamed “museum director” louder than her actual nametag reading “Cordelia Blackwood, Museum Director”—was watching the couple with the intensity of a heron eyeing a minnow.

Across the room, a compact man with the distinct look of someone who spent more time underwater than on land was surrounded by what appeared to be the most athletic group of senior citizens Gumbo had ever seen. They all wore matching t-shirts reading “Paradise Scuba Club: We Go Down Together.” The instructor kept glancing at the Goldfinders while whispering to his geriatric posse.

“I don’t mean to alarm you,” Ellie murmured, “but I count at least five people in here who look like they’d happily harvest the Goldfinders’ organs given half a chance.”

Brad, now six drinks past coherence, climbed onto the bar. Jimbo raised an eyebrow but didn’t intervene—property damage was factored into The Soggy Bottom’s business model.

“LISTEN UP, BEAUTIFUL PEOPLE OF CEDAR KEY!” Brad bellowed, swaying dangerously near the ceiling fan. “Tomorrow, the name Goldfinder goes in the history books! We found it! THE MOTHERLODE!”

Vivian yanked on his dive suit, almost de-pantsing him in the process. “Honey! Remember our agreement about loose lips and sinking ships?”

Too late. The entire bar had gone deathly quiet, the kind of silence usually reserved for bomb threats and IRS audits.

“What?” Brad blinked owlishly. “I didn’t tell them WHERE we found it! Just that we found… something… big… wet… gold…” His speech deteriorated as Vivian pulled him down.

“Ignore him,” she laughed, a sound like wind chimes in a tornado. “Too many piña coladas. We’re just excited about… a new… boat we’re buying.”

Gumbo didn’t miss the sudden intensity in the room—like a bunch of sharks that had simultaneously detected blood in the water. The museum director was already texting furiously. The dive instructor had gathered his elderly students into what looked suspiciously like a football huddle.

“Well,” Gumbo said to Ellie as the Goldfinders continued their one-couple party, “I believe we’ve officially entered the calm before the storm.”

“And in Cedar Key,” Ellie replied, finishing her drink, “storms always involve bodies.”

As if on cue, Old Scarback—the legendary alligator that had terrorized local waters for decades—chose that moment to surface in the canal behind the bar, his ancient eyes reflecting the tiki lights as he studied the human drama unfolding inside. Even the gator seemed to sense that something wicked this way swam.
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Gumbo awoke to the sensation of something dying in his mouth. This wasn’t entirely metaphorical. Last night’s piña coladas had left a coating on his tongue that resembled what might happen if a rum distillery and a coconut plantation had an ugly divorce inside his oral cavity.

“Sweet mother of manatees,” he groaned, rolling over to discover he’d fallen asleep clutching a pineapple garnish. His phone vibrated across the nightstand like an angry maraca, eventually suiciding itself onto the floor.

Gumbo reached down, missed, rolled off the bed, hit the floor with a thud, and finally retrieved the still-buzzing device.

“Whoever you are, I hope you’re calling to tell me the world is ending so I can die with a clear conscience.”

“Good morning to you too, sunshine,” Linda’s voice chirped with the irritating alertness of someone who hadn’t spent the previous evening watching Brad Goldfinder demonstrate how he could stick both legs behind his head while still holding a cocktail. “We’ve got a body on Sunset Beach.”

Gumbo’s brain cells, those that hadn’t abandoned ship during last night’s tiki extravaganza, attempted to form a coherent thought. “People wash up all the time. Probably some tourist who thought they could outswim a rip current.”

“Do tourists usually wash up with antique diving weights embedded in their skulls?”

Gumbo sat up straight, instantly regretting the sudden movement as his brain sloshed around like a half-empty snow globe. “I’ll be there in fifteen.”

“Make it ten. And bring coffee. The good kind, not that swamp water you brew at home.”

Twenty-three minutes later, Gumbo’s ancient Jeep crunched to a halt in the beach parking lot. He’d managed to brush his teeth, locate pants, and acquire two extra-large coffees from Manatee Mama’s, all while maintaining a hangover that would have qualified for disability benefits in most civilized nations.

Yellow police tape fluttered in the morning breeze, creating a perimeter around what appeared to be the most elaborate sandcastle Cedar Key had ever seen. It rose nearly four feet high, a miniature fortress complete with turrets, a moat, and tiny pirate flags stuck at jaunty angles around the structure.

“Since when did Cedar Key get a sandcastle competition?” Gumbo asked, handing Linda her coffee.

Linda, Cedar Key’s only female deputy and the sole member of the force who could recite the Miranda rights without looking at her hand, pointed toward the center of the sandy citadel. “Since murderers started getting artistic.”

Protruding from the middle of the sandcastle was a human foot, the toenails painted a festive coral pink that matched one of the pirate flags.

“Ah,” said Gumbo, sipping his coffee. “That would be the ‘body on the beach’ part of this morning’s entertainment.”

As they circled the elaborate sandy tomb, Gumbo recognized the victim’s neon yellow diving booties. “That’s Brad Goldfinder.”

“The guy from the bar last night? The one buying rounds and bragging about finding the motherload?”

“The very same,” Gumbo confirmed, kneeling for a closer look without disturbing the scene. “Where’s the rest of the dynamic duo? His wife, Vivian?”

“That’s part of the reason I called you,” Linda said, lowering her voice despite the nearest onlookers being a family of confused Canadian tourists two hundred yards away wondering if this was some sort of Florida performance art. “Her gear’s over there—” she pointed to a pile of high-end diving equipment dumped unceremoniously behind a sea oat clump “—but no sign of the missus.”

The coroner, a perpetually sunburned man named Dr. Wilbur whose hobbies included collecting deceased sea creatures and unsuccessfully asking Linda on dates, carefully excavated around the body. As the sand fell away, Brad Goldfinder’s final expression came into view—a mixture of surprise and annoyance, as if death had interrupted him mid-important-thought.

“Diving weight to the cranium,” Dr. Wilbur announced with the enthusiasm of someone describing a particularly good sandwich. “Vintage too. Solid brass. They don’t make ‘em like this anymore.” He held up the murder weapon, a heavy brass weight shaped like a small brick with “Cousteau Expedition 1952” engraved on the side.

“That’s museum quality,” Gumbo noted. “Someone clocked him with a collector’s item.”

“Rich folks,” Linda sighed. “Even their murder weapons are fancy.”

As Dr. Wilbur continued clearing sand, Gumbo noticed something glinting in the morning sun. He pointed, and Linda carefully brushed away more sand to reveal a gold coin. Then another. And another.

“Well, I’ll be a gator’s dentist,” Gumbo muttered as they followed the trail. Antique gold coins formed a neat line from Brad’s body to the water’s edge, then disappeared into the lapping waves of the Gulf.

“Someone’s leaving us breadcrumbs,” Linda said.

“Or someone’s really bad at making a getaway with stolen treasure,” Gumbo countered, scanning the horizon. The morning was picture-perfect Florida—azure sky, emerald water, and a dead treasure hunter in a sandcastle. Just another day in paradise.

A flash of movement caught his eye—something large breaking the surface about fifty yards offshore, then disappearing. Too big for a dolphin, too smooth for a gator.

“Did you see that?” he asked.

Linda squinted toward the water. “See what?”

“Nothing. Probably just Old Scarback patrolling for breakfast.” Gumbo took another swig of coffee and grimaced. “Speaking of which, I should probably eat something before my stomach starts digesting itself.”

“Focus, Malone. We’ve got a dead treasure hunter, a missing wife, a trail of gold coins, and the most elaborate sandcastle murder scene in Florida history.”

Gumbo stared at the pirate flags fluttering around Brad Goldfinder’s improvised tomb. “And whoever did this wanted us to find it. No one builds a monument like this unless they’re sending a message.”

“What kind of message includes tiny pirate flags and designer dive booties?”

Gumbo picked up one of the gold coins, examining the ancient Spanish markings before Linda slapped it into an evidence bag. “The kind that says ‘I’ve found something valuable, and I’m willing to kill for it.’”

As if in agreement, a seagull swooped down, stole the last bite of a donut from a distracted officer, and flew off with a mocking cry that sounded suspiciously like laughter.
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