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“Put the kelp down, Serena. You look like a rabbit building a swamp.”

Serena Valori paused. Her hands hovered over a battered commercial blender sitting on the scarred teakwood bar. She held a fistful of dark green, slimy vegetation dripping seawater onto the floorboards.

“This is sea mustard, Gumbo. Packed with iodine. Cures fatigue. Repairs cell damage.”

“I have fatigue. I enjoy it. Put the weed in the trash and pour me three fingers of rye.”

“Rye rots your gut.” Serena dropped the green mess into the glass pitcher. She added three scoops of crushed ice, a peeled banana, and a handful of raw spinach. “You need electrolytes. You sweat like a roofer in August.”

Danny “Gumbo” Malone dragged a paper napkin across his forehead. The napkin came away soaked. The ceiling fans inside the Sandbar Hideaway chopped at the humid air, pushing the smell of stale beer and fried grouper around the room. The air conditioner died three weeks ago. The owner, a guy named Sal with a glass eye, claimed parts shipped from Miami, but nobody believed him.

Gumbo rested his elbows on the sticky varnish. He flicked his thumb. A heavy silver coin—a 1921 Morgan dollar—jumped over his knuckles, walking across the back of his hand, diving between his pinky and ring finger, and rolling back into his palm. The silver flashed under the neon beer signs. Coin walking required focus. Focus kept his mind off the heat.

“Where is Artie?” Serena hit the switch on the blender. The machine screamed. Ice and spinach pulverized into a violent green vortex.

Gumbo raised his voice over the mechanical shriek. “Late.”

Serena killed the motor. The sudden silence left a ringing in the ears. She unlatched the pitcher and poured the thick, textured sludge into a tall glass. She pushed the glass across the bar. It left a snail-trail of condensation.

“Artie never skips a meal,” Serena said. She grabbed a bar rag and wiped down the teakwood. A long, jagged scar ran down her right forearm. A souvenir from her days jumping motorcycles over burning cars for B-movies shot down in Miami.

Gumbo stared at the green liquid. “We planned a steak dinner at the dry-aged joint on Main. Seven o’clock. My watch says seven-forty. Artie loves steak.”

“Maybe he found a client. Maybe he took a case.”

“Artie tells me when he takes a case. We share the rent. We share the caseload. That is the deal.”

“Maybe the Artie Collector got him.”

Gumbo stopped the coin in his palm. His fingers curled around the warm silver. He studied Serena’s face. She scrubbed a stubborn ring of dried foam near the beer taps, avoiding his eyes.

“Explain that phrase,” Gumbo said.

Serena wrung the rag out in the sink. “A joke. Guy talk.”

“I am a guy. I hear the talk. I never heard that phrase.”

Serena sighed. She leaned her hip against the cooler. “Julian Dax came in Tuesday. You know Julian. Cryptocurrencies. Tarot cards. Too much cologne. He sat right where you sit. He ordered a vodka tonic. We talked about local legends. Skunk Ape. Ghost ships in the Gulf. Julian laughed. He said Bradenton has a new legend. The Artie Collector.”

“Why does this collector collect Arties?”

“I asked the exact question. Julian smiled that creepy smile. Said nobody knows. Said the collector snatches guys named Artie right off the street. Poof. Gone. Just a dumb joke, Gumbo. Julian reads too many weird internet forums.”

Gumbo picked up the green smoothie. He smelled it. Brine and old bananas. He set it down on the napkin.

“Julian Dax lives three doors down from me,” Gumbo said. “Julian Dax possesses the sense of humor of a damp sponge. He lacks the imagination to invent a joke.”

“Drink your iodine,” Serena said.

Gumbo pushed a five-dollar bill onto the bar. He pocketed his silver dollar. “I need to check the bungalow. Save the swamp water for the tourists.”

He stepped away from the stool. He pushed through the screened front door.

Florida humidity hit him like a wet wool blanket. The evening sun sank behind the Gulf of Mexico, bleeding violent streaks of purple and bruised orange across the horizon. The smell of low tide permeated the heavy air. Crushed seashells popped under his leather loafers as he crossed the parking lot.

The walk down Gulf Drive took ten minutes. Neon signs buzzed and flickered to life. Tacky souvenir shops displayed rows of plastic flamingos and racks of faded postcards. Heat radiated from the asphalt through the soles of his shoes.

He turned down a narrow access road lined with overgrown palmettos and strangler figs. Pelican Court consisted of six rundown stucco bungalows grouped around a cracked concrete courtyard. Faded pink paint peeled from the exterior walls, revealing gray cinderblock beneath. Rusted window air-conditioning units rattled in their frames.

Gumbo approached bungalow number four. The porch light burned bright yellow. Bugs swarmed the bulb, batting against the glass.

He paused on the concrete stoop. His hand hovered over the brass doorknob. He listened. The hum of the AC unit masked any interior sounds.

He turned his key in the deadbolt. The lock clicked. He pushed the door open.

The scent of stale cigar smoke, old paperback books, and damp sand greeted him. He stepped into the living room. Streetlight filtered through the dusty Venetian blinds, casting barred shadows across the faded linoleum floor.

“Artie?” Gumbo called out.

The window unit hummed in response.

Gumbo reached for the wall switch. The overhead light flooded the room.

The living room stood empty. Stacked case files covered the scarred coffee table. A half-empty bottle of cheap bourbon sat next to a cloudy glass on the kitchen counter. The television screen reflected the empty room.

Gumbo walked down the short hallway. He checked the tiny bathroom. A damp towel hung over the shower rod. Condensation clung to the mirror. Artie showered within the last few hours.

Gumbo moved to the bedroom.

The bed remained unmade, tangled sheets kicked to the footboard. A pair of scuffed wingtip shoes sat near the closet.

Gumbo’s eyes tracked to the corner of the room. A vintage rattan chair sat near the window.

Draped across the back of the chair hung a shirt.

Gumbo stepped closer. He stared at the fabric.

A 1950s Shaheen original. Black background. Vibrant, aggressive pink flamingos printed in sharp detail. Bamboo buttons down the front. Crisp collar.

Artie Malone owned thirty Hawaiian shirts. He wore the faded, cheap ones during the day to run errands or stake out cheating spouses. He saved the vintage silks, the rare prints, for the evening. He called them his “combat gear.”

Artie never attended a steak dinner without a premium shirt. He picked this specific flamingo print out this morning. He ironed it himself, standing at the kitchen counter, whistling a jazz tune. He laid it out for the evening.

The shirt rested on the rattan chair, untouched.

Gumbo reached out. He touched the cool, smooth silk.

Artie showered. Artie laid out his best shirt for dinner.

Something interrupted the routine. Something prevented Artie from putting the shirt on his back and walking out the door.

Gumbo dropped his hand. He reached into his pocket. His thumb found the silver Morgan dollar. He rolled the coin over his knuckles. The metal clicked against a gold ring on his right hand.

He turned his back on the chair. He walked to the living room, heading for the front door.

He needed to have a conversation with Julian Dax.
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“Malone.”

“Gumbo. It is Vance.”

The voice rasped over the cellular connection. A wet, sharp crack followed the words. Elias Vance chewed cinnamon toothpicks. He kept a cardboard box of them on his desk. He kept a handful in his breast pocket. He splintered wood all day to keep from smoking unfiltered cigarettes.

“You missing an uncle?” Vance asked.

“I stand inside his living room. He left his flamingo silk on the chair. He missed a steak dinner. He loves dry-aged beef.”

“He missed his check-in.”

Gumbo locked the front door of the bungalow. He stepped off the concrete stoop. The night heat pressed against his chest. Cicadas screamed in the palmettos bordering the courtyard.

“Artie treats check-ins like a religion,” Gumbo said.

“I know his habits. He walked out of the agency at four o’clock. He planned to meet a prospective client. He promised a phone call by five-thirty. He missed the deadline. He missed the six o’clock fallback. I called his mobile number. Straight to the machine.”

Gumbo reached his vehicle. A 1984 Chevrolet El Camino. Ocean blue paint fading to chalk under the relentless Florida sun. Rust chewed the edges of the wheel wells. He yanked the heavy metal door. Heat rolled out of the cab. He slid onto the vinyl bench seat. The material burned through his cotton slacks.

“Detail the client,” Gumbo said. He cranked the ignition. The V8 engine sputtered, caught, and settled into an uneven, throbbing idle.

“A phone call,” Vance said. “Three-fifty this afternoon. The guy had a flat voice. Dead. Like a machine reading a script. No regional dialect. Just smooth and empty. He asked for a man with a specific background.”

Gumbo shifted into drive. The El Camino lurched forward. He turned onto Gulf Drive. “Define specific.”

“He wanted an operative with greasepaint in his blood. His exact words. He said, ‘I require a detective familiar with the illusion of chance. A man who worked the midways.’ He wanted a carny.”

Gumbo hit the brakes. A pair of sunburned tourists in matching neon tank tops wandered across the asphalt, oblivious to traffic. Gumbo tapped the horn. The tourists jumped.

“Artie ran a rigged tilt-a-whirl and a crooked ring-toss for twelve years,” Gumbo said. “He knows every grift from Sarasota to Pensacola. He wired the wheel to stop on the precise spot where the marks lost their change.”

“I told the caller this. I gave him the highlight reel. I told him Artie Malone could spot a loaded die in a dark room. The caller liked the sound of that.”

Gumbo rolled down the passenger window. The humid night air rushed in, carrying the scent of dead fish and blooming jasmine. The El Camino possessed no functional air conditioning. The radio dial stayed stuck on a classic rock station operating out of Tampa. A faded Tom Petty track spilled from the cracked dashboard speakers.

“The caller offered a five-thousand-dollar retainer,” Vance continued. “Cash. He said he needed to look the operative in the eye before handing over the envelope. He claimed he had a flight out to Nassau tonight. He needed to secure our services before wheels up.”

Gumbo merged into the center lane. “Artie heard the number five. He grabbed his keys.”

“Artie wanted to upgrade the outboard motor on the skiff,” Vance said. “He talked about it all morning. Five grand buys a lot of horsepower.”

“Five thousand pays the lease on the agency for six months,” Gumbo said. “It buys peace of mind.”

“It buys trouble,” Vance corrected. “People possessing clean money hire accountants. People possessing dirty money hire private eyes with midways in their blood.”

“Where is the meeting?”

“The Azure Resort. Longboat Key. Room four-eighteen.”

Gumbo steered with his left hand. “High rent.”

“The highest. Private beach access. Egyptian cotton sheets. Valet parking costs more than my first divorce. The place crawls with hedge fund managers and bored heiresses. I told Artie to evaluate the job, take the cash if it felt right, and call me. Silence.”

“I sit in the dark,” Vance said. Another toothpick snapped. “The neon sign from the pawn shop across the street flashes red through my window blinds. I stare at the ceiling plaster. I chew these damn wooden sticks.”

“Go home, Vance. Drink a scotch.”

“I quit drinking. I quit smoking. I substitute vices. My dentist tells me the cinnamon oil inflames my gums. I tell him the stress of private investigation inflames my entire existence. Artie vanishing adds to the inflammation.”

“Artie protects himself,” Gumbo said. “He carries the snub-nose thirty-eight. He wears it in the ankle holster. He checks his perimeter. He reads a room. A guy with a dead voice setting a meet at a luxury resort sets off alarms.”

“A snub-nose fails against a setup,” Vance said. “Five thousand dollars acts as a blindfold. It makes a man ignore the warning signs. The caller knew what buttons to push. He crafted the bait. He tailored it for Artie.”

“Carny background. Cash retainer. Fancy hotel. The caller profiled him.”

“Whoever took Artie studied him. They did homework.”

“Did the caller leave a name?” Gumbo asked.

“He gave a name. I ran it through the databases ten minutes ago. Florida driver records. Real estate holdings. Criminal dockets. Zero hits. The name is a phantom.”

“Give it to me.”

“Arthur Collector.”

Gumbo took his foot off the accelerator. The El Camino decelerated. He steered the car into a gravel turnout near a closed bait shop. He shifted into park. The engine rumbled. The dashboard lights flickered.

“Repeat the name,” Gumbo said.

“Arthur Collector.”

“Arthur Collector,” Gumbo repeated. The syllables tasted sour in his mouth.

Gumbo stared out the windshield. A pelican dove into the dark water of the bay, shattering the surface. The silver Morgan dollar sat heavy in his pocket. He thought about the green sludge Serena poured at the Sandbar Hideaway. He thought about her words.

“A fake name,” Vance said. “A pseudonym. Guys setting traps use John Smith. They use Robert Johnson. They use invisible names. They avoid memorable wordplay.”

“A punchline,” Gumbo said.

“Explain.”

“Serena served Dax at the Sandbar on Tuesday. Dax spun a story about a local myth. A guy stealing men named Artie off the street. I brushed it off. I considered it the byproduct of cheap vodka and internet isolation. Now you give me a client named Arthur Collector. Artie Collector.”

Vance fell quiet. The hum of the agency’s ancient air conditioner bled through the phone line. “You think this Dax character lured Artie?”

“I think Julian Dax lacks the courage to lure a stray cat with a saucer of milk. He spends his days watching line graphs on a dual-monitor computer setup. He trades imaginary coins. He orders takeout. He avoids sunlight. He possesses zero tactical ability. He lacks the spine to execute a kidnapping.”

“But he possesses the information.”

“He possesses the source material. Someone told him the joke, or he read it on one of his fringe forums. We need the origin point.”

“We need to pull him in,” Vance said. “Have a conversation. Apply pressure.”

“I plan to have a conversation. But I need Serena. She heard the pitch from Dax. She knows his exact phrasing. Phrasing holds the key.”

“Go get her. Bring her to the office. I am pulling Artie’s old case files. Maybe a ghost from the carny days came back. We need to look at enemies. We need to look
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