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  Chapter One

  
  










Danny “Gumbo” Malone was having a religious experience with a slice of key lime pie when disaster burst through the door of The Rusty Pelican wearing mismatched diving fins.

“This,” Gumbo announced to nobody in particular, pressing his fork into the perfect ratio of meringue to filling, “is why God invented limes.” He closed his eyes as the tartness hit his palate, followed by the sweet counterpoint of condensed milk. After a lifetime in Florida, he’d developed a theory that key lime pie was the state’s only reliable form of therapy—cheaper than a shrink and more effective than most pharmaceuticals.

The screen door of the weathered dockside restaurant slammed open with enough force to startle a pelican that had been eyeing Gumbo’s pie from the railing. A man stood silhouetted against the blinding afternoon sun, water dripping from his wetsuit onto the worn wooden floor.

“MALONE!” the figure bellowed, his voice carrying the particular timbre of someone accustomed to shouting over boat engines. “I got a situation that needs your particular brand of bullshit expertise!”

Several patrons turned to stare, but most kept eating. At The Rusty Pelican, located on the less glamorous side of Cedar Key where the fishermen outnumbered the tourists, random outbursts were considered ambient noise.

Gumbo sighed and set down his fork with the reluctance of a man being pulled away from a lover. He’d recognize that voice anywhere—Rusty “Barnacle” Buckingham, owner of Bottom Dollar Salvage and purveyor of Florida’s most questionable maritime discoveries.

“You’re dripping on Marge’s clean floor, Rusty,” Gumbo said, gesturing toward the puddle forming beneath the man’s mismatched fins. “She’s liable to harpoon you for that.”

Rusty Buckingham—sixty-something, sun-leathered, with a beard that looked like it had trapped the remnants of several marine ecosystems—stumbled forward, kick-stepping awkwardly in his fins. His t-shirt, soaked and clinging to his surprisingly muscular torso, read “I DIVE FOR JUNK” in faded letters across the chest.

“Someone stole my boat!” Rusty declared, collapsing into the chair opposite Gumbo. “Not just any boat. THE boat.” He slapped a waterlogged business card onto the table. “I need a detective, and word is you’re the only one around here crazy enough to take payment in grouper.”

“I prefer cash,” Gumbo said, sliding the soggy card back. “But I’m willing to negotiate a combination deal depending on how fresh the grouper is.”

Marge, the Rusty Pelican’s proprietor/waitress/bouncer, appeared with a towel and a disapproving glare. “Rusty Buckingham, why are you wearing those ridiculous fins in my establishment? And is that blood on your wetsuit?”

Rusty looked down at the red stain. “Fish blood. Probably.”

Gumbo pushed his plate away, the remaining bite of pie suddenly less appealing. At forty-three, Danny Malone had seen enough of Florida’s peculiarities to last several lifetimes. After fifteen years with Miami PD, he’d retreated to Cedar Key, a place where the weirdness was at least accompanied by decent fishing and reasonable rent. He’d opened Gumbo Investigations with the naive hope that small-town cases would involve missing pets and neighborly disputes.

Instead, he’d spent the past three years untangling conspiracies involving iguana smuggling rings, a cult that worshipped manatees as reincarnated astronauts, and a scheme to counterfeit collectible fishing lures that had somehow resulted in a shootout at the annual Clam Festival.

Rusty leaned forward, dripping onto Gumbo’s napkin. “This ain’t just any boat, Malone. This was a 1986 Cigarette Cafe Racer. Thirty-eight feet of pure Colombian connection.”

“Wait, you salvaged a drug runner?” Gumbo asked, his interest piqued despite himself.

“Found it in sixty feet of water off Seahorse Key,” Rusty confirmed, his eyes gleaming with the particular mania of a treasure hunter. “Been down there since the late eighties. Still had the original Bimini top. Do you have any idea what that’s worth to the right collector?”

“Less than what might have been hidden in the boat?” Gumbo suggested.

Rusty’s expression shifted to something between guilt and indignation. “I run a legitimate salvage operation! I don’t care about contraband—I care about marine antiques! That boat was history.”

“Was?”

“Stolen!” Rusty slapped the table with enough force to make the remaining pie jump. “Right out of my secured yard! Three days after we hauled it up. Here’s the kicker—my security camera caught the whole thing.”

“And you called the sheriff, right?” Gumbo asked, already knowing the answer.

Rusty snorted. “Sheriff Crumbly thinks I’m one permit away from being a full-time criminal. Besides, this needs… discretion.”

Gumbo studied the salvage operator. Despite his eccentric appearance, Rusty was one of Cedar Key’s more reliable characters—if you defined reliability as consistent unpredictability. His salvage operation had recovered everything from Spanish doubloons to a Soviet-era surveillance buoy, all while maintaining just enough paperwork to stay technically legal.

“What exactly did your security camera show?” Gumbo asked.

Rusty lowered his voice to a dramatic whisper. “Three figures in dolphin costumes loading my boat onto a flatbed with ‘DEFINITELY NOT STEALING BOATS’ spray-painted on the side.”

Gumbo blinked. “You’re kidding.”

“God as my witness. And they were blasting Gloria Estefan. At two in the morning! The rhythm was gonna get them, alright—right in jail if I catch them.”

Against his better judgment, Gumbo felt the familiar tingle of curiosity. Costumed thieves with a sense of humor and questionable musical taste stealing a potential drug-running boat—it had all the hallmarks of a case that would ruin his week while providing excellent stories for years to come.

“What’s your offer?” Gumbo asked, signaling Marge for a refill on his iced tea.

Rusty grinned, revealing a gold tooth amid the weathered enamel. “Five thousand cash, plus unlimited spear-caught grouper for a year. And—” he reached into his wetsuit and extracted a waterlogged envelope, “—these coordinates. Found them in a waterproof compartment before the boat disappeared.”

Gumbo took the envelope gingerly. “You opened this?”

“Course I did! But it’s just numbers. Mean nothing to me. Might mean something to whoever wanted that boat bad enough to steal it while wearing marine mammal costumes.”

Outside, a loud splash was followed by a distinctive hiss. Both men turned to see a massive alligator surfacing near the dock, its scarred snout visible above the water.

“Old Scarback’s back,” Marge announced unnecessarily as she delivered Gumbo’s tea. “That’s good luck, you know.”

Gumbo wondered what sort of Florida logic equated the appearance of an apex predator with good fortune, but he’d long since stopped questioning local superstitions.

“Alright, Rusty,” he said, pocketing the envelope. “I’ll find your boat. But if I discover anything else—anything that might interest Sheriff Crumbly or, God forbid, the DEA—our arrangement includes your full cooperation.”

Rusty extended a pruned hand. “Deal. Bottom Dollar Salvage appreciates your service.”

As they shook, Gumbo couldn’t shake the feeling that the alligator was watching him with unusual interest, as if it too had a stake in whatever mystery had just washed up on Cedar Key’s shores.
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Danny “Gumbo” Malone’s rusted-out Jeep Wrangler wheezed into the gravel parking lot of Bottom Dollar Salvage. He parked between a pickup truck missing its bed and what appeared to be a jet ski that had mated with a shopping cart. A hand-painted sign swung from a driftwood post: “WE SALVAGE ANYTHING (ESPECIALLY DIGNITY).”

Stepping out of his vehicle, Gumbo adjusted his trademark porkpie hat—faded from years in the Florida sun and stained with mysterious substances he preferred not to identify. He’d worn the same hat for eight years, ever since that case involving the exotic bird smugglers and the nudist colony. The colony’s security parrot had made off with his previous hat, and Gumbo had decided some memories were best left unretrieved.

The salvage yard sprawled across three waterfront acres, a maritime graveyard where boats came to either be resurrected or die a second death. The centerpiece was a repurposed shrimp trawler hoisted onto concrete blocks, now serving as Bottom Dollar’s office. The vessel’s name—“THE BARNACLE BILL’S REVENGE”—was still visible beneath a sloppily painted “BOTTOM DOLLAR HEADQUARTERS.”

“Well, if it ain’t the second-best private eye in Cedar Key,” called a voice from inside an eviscerated catamaran.

Gumbo squinted. “Who’s the first best?”

“Old Scarback,” answered the voice as its owner emerged, wiping grease-covered hands on what might have once been a Miami Dolphins jersey. “That gator’s solved more mysteries than you ever will. He found my keys last week.”

The man was Jimbo Thatcher, Bottom Dollar’s head mechanic and Rusty Buckingham’s cousin twice removed—once by marriage, once by restraining order. His sunburned skin had the texture of beef jerky left too long in the Florida sun, and his beard appeared to contain enough marine life to qualify as its own ecosystem.

“Technically, Old Scarback ate the pelican that ate your keys,” Gumbo corrected. “That’s not solving the mystery so much as becoming part of the problem.”

Jimbo grinned, revealing a dental situation that suggested a longstanding feud with both toothbrushes and dentists. “You here about Rusty’s missing cigarette boat? That thing was sweeter than honey on a jalapeño.”

Gumbo nodded, sidestepping a suspicious puddle that seemed to be moving against the prevailing breeze. “Where’s the security footage Rusty mentioned?”

Jimbo led him toward the converted shrimp boat, traversing a maze of boat parts, marine engines in various states of disassembly, and what appeared to be a collection of toilets arranged in concentric circles—an installation Jimbo referred to as “The Throne Zone.”

The office smelled like a combination of diesel fuel, fish bait, and desperation. A stuffed marlin on the wall wore sunglasses and a t-shirt reading “FISH FEAR ME, WOMEN IGNORE ME.” The security system consisted of a laptop balanced precariously on a stack of outdated tide charts and connected to a camera that appeared to be held together with duct tape and optimism.

“State-of-the-art surveillance,” Jimbo announced proudly, slapping the laptop, which responded with an alarming wheeze. “Rusty installed it himself after the Great Propeller Heist of 2023.”

“Didn’t they just steal one propeller?” Gumbo asked.

“Yeah, but it was great. Nearly seven feet across. Off an old tugboat. Rusty was gonna make it into a ceiling fan for his man cave.”

Jimbo pressed several keys, muttered something that sounded like a sailor’s prayer, kicked the desk twice, and the screen flickered to life. The grainy black-and-white footage showed Bottom Dollar’s main yard at night, illuminated only by a security light that appeared to be having an existential crisis, flickering on and off like a distress signal.

“There!” Jimbo jabbed a dirt-encrusted finger at the screen. “The midnight boat rustlers!”

The footage showed three figures in what were unmistakably Party City dolphin costumes, complete with plastic fins and blow-holes. They moved with surprising coordination for people wearing marine mammal disguises, guiding a flatbed truck into the yard. The truck had “DEFINITELY NOT STEALING BOATS” spray-painted along its side in what appeared to be glow-in-the-dark paint.

“Subtle,” Gumbo remarked.

“Wait for it,” Jimbo said, his voice dropping to a reverential whisper.

The dolphin trio began loading the cigarette boat onto the flatbed using a winch and an impressive array of nautical knots. As they worked, one dolphin pulled out what appeared to be a boom box. Suddenly, the security camera’s microphone picked up the unmistakable opening beats of Gloria Estefan’s “Conga” at a volume that caused the footage to shake.

“The rhythm is gonna get you,” Jimbo sang along softly, swaying slightly.

As the music reached its chorus, the dolphin crew began an elaborately choreographed dance routine, somehow managing to continue loading the boat while performing synchronized hip thrusts that would make Broadway choreographers weep with envy.

“They’ve got skills,” Gumbo admitted.

“This ain’t their first boat rodeo,” Jimbo agreed. “Look at the precision on that dolphin in the middle. That’s years of training.”

The loading process took precisely the length of three Gloria Estefan songs. As the final notes of “Turn the Beat Around” faded, the thieves secured the cigarette boat and drove away, one dolphin hanging off the back of the truck performing what appeared to be an elaborate farewell dance involving fin-waving and tail-slapping.

“Did anyone try following them?” Gumbo asked.

“Rusty did. Jumped in his golf cart and gave chase at a blazing twelve miles per hour. Lost them at the first stop sign.”

Gumbo rewound the footage, studying the truck. No license plate—these dolphins weren’t amateurs. But there was something else, a small logo on the truck’s door mostly obscured by glow-in-the-dark paint: a stylized palm tree over what might have been a mountain or a very pointy hat.

“What happened here?” Gumbo pointed to movement at the edge of the frame.

Jimbo squinted. “Well, I’ll be a manatee’s uncle.”

In the corner of the footage, a large alligator could be seen observing the heist, its ancient eyes reflecting the security light. Old Scarback, Cedar Key’s unofficial mayor and full-time omen of impending weirdness.

“He’s been hanging around a lot lately,” Jimbo said. “Watching us like he knows something. Yesterday he followed Rusty all the way to the bait shop, just staring at him. Didn’t try to eat him or nothing.”

“Where is Rusty, anyway?” Gumbo asked.

“In the back, trying to salvage the salvage operation. The cigarette boat was our big ticket. Some Miami fella was gonna pay top dollar for it—kept talking about ‘historical value’ and ‘sentimental attachments.’”

As if summoned by his name, Rusty appeared in the doorway, now wearing a wetsuit top, cargo shorts, and a captain’s hat with “BOTTOM DOLLAR ADMIRAL” embroidered in sequins.

“Gumbo! Thank Neptune’s sweaty armpits you’re here. I’ve got more problems than a math textbook.” Rusty’s face was sunburned in the peculiar pattern of someone who had fallen asleep wearing swimming goggles. “First the boat, now this.”

He thrust a waterlogged note into Gumbo’s hand. Written in what appeared to be hot sauce were the words: “THE THUNDER RETURNS. THE MOUNTAIN AWAITS. 28° 36’ N, 82° 03’ W.”

“Coordinates for Cedar Key,” Gumbo noted.

“And this was stuck to it.” Rusty held up a small plastic dolphin toy with its tail snapped off. “Message seems pretty clear.”

“They’re threatening Cedar Key with broken dolphin toys?” Jimbo asked.

“No, you barnacle brain,” Rusty sighed. “They’re saying they’re coming here next. And I think they want something more than just my boat.”

Outside, a splash drew their attention. Through the porthole window, they watched as Old Scarback slid into the harbor waters, his scaled body moving with surprising grace for a prehistoric killing machine. Just before submerging, the alligator seemed to look directly at Gumbo, as if passing along a message only another cold-blooded creature would understand.

“Well,” Gumbo said, adjusting his porkpie hat, “I think it’s time I had a conversation with our wet witness.”
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A sensible man would not be trudging through knee-deep swamp muck at 2 AM, especially not in his second-best pair of khakis. Danny “Gumbo” Malone had never been accused of being sensible, which explained why he was currently approaching what appeared to be half a houseboat melded with one-third of a shipping container and topped with a patio umbrella that had definitely seen Hurricane Darlene up close and personal last season.

“Ahoy there!” a voice called out from somewhere on the bizarre floating structure. “State your business or prepare to be pelted with expired conch fritters!”

Gumbo stopped, sinking another inch into the muck. “I’m looking for Manatee Marv. Rusty Buckingham sent me.”

A spotlight suddenly blinded him, likely powered by car batteries and regret.

“Password?” the voice demanded.

“Password? Rusty didn’t mention a password.”

“Perfect! That’s exactly what someone who knows the password would say to throw me off!” The spotlight switched off. “Approach the north dock. And watch out for Francine.”

“Who’s Francine?” Gumbo asked, scanning the dark water.

“My pet barracuda. She’s going through a divorce and feeling particularly snippy.”

Gumbo carefully navigated around the half-submerged hulk of what might have once been a Ford Econoline van with “FREE CANDY” still faintly visible on its rusted side. The “north dock” turned out to be three surfboards lashed together with Christmas lights and what appeared to be men’s neckties.

As Gumbo stepped onto this dubious structure, a naked man emerged from the water
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