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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Florida sun beat down with the relentless enthusiasm of a time-share salesman who’d spotted a tourist wearing socks with sandals. Danny “Gumbo” Malone squinted against the glare reflecting off the Gulf, wondering if it was too early for rum. His watch said 10:17 AM. In corporate America, that would be scandalous. In post-corporate, post-dignity, private-investigator Florida, it was practically afternoon tea.

He reached for the bottle of Captain Morgan, the cheapest one they sold at Pelican Pete’s Discount Liquor Emporium (“Where the Spirits Are High and the Prices Aren’t!”), and poured a generous splash into his coffee mug. The mug read “World’s Best Executive,” a parting gift from colleagues who’d celebrated his layoff with the enthusiasm of prisoners watching their warden get fired.

“To professional reinvention,” he toasted the pelican perched on his deck railing. The bird regarded him with the same expression his former CEO had worn when Gumbo suggested they might want to avoid dumping industrial waste into protected wetlands. Judgment, disappointment, and a vague sense of moral superiority.

His phone rang with the jarring default ringtone he’d never bothered to change. The caller ID read “Unknown,” which in Florida could mean anything from Nigerian princes to the governor’s office asking for campaign donations.

“Gumbo Investigations,” he answered, affecting a professional tone that fooled exactly no one.

“Is this Danny Malone?” The woman’s voice had the crisp, authoritative quality of someone who’d never been told their email could wait until morning.

“Depends who’s asking and whether they’re offering money or serving papers.”

“My name is Eliza Mercer. I write for the Cedar Key Chronicle.”

Gumbo sat up straighter, splashing rum-infused coffee onto his third-best Hawaiian shirt. “The reporter? The one who exposed the mayor’s offshore turtle-smuggling operation?”

“Baby sea turtles and tax evasion, yes.” She didn’t sound pleased by the recognition. “I need your help, Mr. Malone. Someone’s trying to kill me.”

Gumbo’s first thought was that the list of people who might want to kill an investigative reporter in Florida was probably longer than the menu at the Waffle House. His second thought was that his bank account contained exactly enough money to cover this month’s dock fees and maybe a few more bottles of discount rum.

“I charge by the hour, plus expenses,” he said, trying to sound like he did this all the time and not like a man who’d received his PI license six weeks ago after completing an online course between Netflix binges.

“I’ll pay double your usual rate,” Mercer replied without hesitation. “Triple if you can figure out who’s behind this before my deadline on Friday.”

“Triple?” Gumbo echoed, mentally calculating how many months of dock fees that might cover. “What’s happening on Friday?”

“I’m publishing an exposé that’s going to make the turtle smuggling look like a petting zoo violation. I think someone wants to make sure it never sees print.”

The pelican on his railing took flight, as if sensing the conversation had taken a turn toward actual work. Gumbo watched it go with a twinge of envy.

“Tell me what’s been happening,” he said, reaching for a notepad that had previously been used to rate various rum brands on a scale from “Acceptable” to “Might Actually Be Boat Fuel.”

“It started with phone calls,” Mercer explained. “Heavy breathing, silence, then they’d hang up.”

“Could be teenagers,” Gumbo suggested, scribbling notes. “Or my ex-wife’s lawyer.”

“Then there were the dead fish.”

Gumbo paused mid-scribble. “Dead fish?”

“On my doorstep every morning. First a mullet, then a grouper, then a red snapper arranged in a circle with its head facing my door.”

“Okay, that’s… specific.”

“Yesterday, I found my cat shaved.”

Gumbo blinked. “Shaved?”

“Not completely. Just a patch on his back. They shaved him to look like a target.”

He set down his pen. “Miss Mercer—”

“Eliza.”

“Eliza. I think you should call the police.”

She laughed, a short, bitter sound like a car failing to start. “The police? The same police department whose chief I’m investigating for taking bribes from a developer who’s been dumping construction waste into the aquifer?”

“Ah.” Gumbo picked up his pen again. “So that’s what the exposé is about.”

“It’s just the tip of the iceberg,” Eliza said. “I’ve uncovered a network of corruption that stretches from the police department to the county commissioner’s office to the biggest resort development firm on the Gulf Coast.”

“Sounds like you’ve been busy.”

“I’ve been doing my job, Mr. Malone. Something this town desperately needs more of.”

The implication that he wasn’t doing his job might have stung if Gumbo had developed any professional pride in the last six weeks. As it was, he was still surprised when people actually called the number on his business cards.

“Where do we start?” he asked, surprising himself with the question.

“Meet me at the Dockside Café in thirty minutes,” Eliza said. “And Mr. Malone?”

“Yes?”

“Come alone, and don’t tell anyone where you’re going.”

The line went dead before he could respond. Gumbo stared at his phone, then at his coffee mug, then at the half-empty bottle of rum. With a sigh, he capped the bottle and stood up.

“Sorry, Captain,” he told the rum. “Duty calls.”

The Dockside Café occupied a precarious position on stilts over the water, the kind of construction that made insurance adjusters wake up screaming in the night. Its weathered wooden deck had survived four hurricanes, two tropical storms, and countless drunken tourists attempting to feed the seagulls.

Gumbo arrived five minutes early and claimed a table with a view of both the parking lot and the marina. Old habits from corporate security training died hard, even if he’d mostly used those skills to identify which executives were sneaking out early on Fridays.

Eliza Mercer arrived precisely on time, navigating the uneven boards of the deck with the practiced ease of someone who’d conducted many interviews over many meals in this exact spot. She was younger than Gumbo had expected, maybe mid-thirties, with sharp green eyes that cataloged everything they saw and dark hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail. She wore jeans, a white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and an expression that suggested patience was a limited resource.

“You must be Gumbo,” she said, sliding into the seat across from him. “You look exactly like I imagined.”

“Is that a compliment or an indictment?” he asked.

“Neither. Just an observation.” She nodded toward his shirt. “The palm trees gave it away.”

“It’s my professional attire,” Gumbo said with dignity. “The flamingos are for court appearances.”

A waitress appeared, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else. “The usual, Eliza?”

“Thanks, Maggie.”

“And for you, sir?” The honorific was delivered with the enthusiasm of someone saying “tax audit.”

“Coffee, black. And whatever passes for breakfast here.”

“Everything passes for breakfast here,” Maggie said. “It’s all the same griddle.”

After she left, Eliza leaned forward. “I brought you something.” She slid a manila envelope across the table.

Gumbo opened it and found photographs: a dead fish arranged on a welcome mat, a cat with a disturbing circular patch shaved into its back, a car with slashed tires.

“When did the tire slashing happen?” he asked.

“Last night. Right in front of my apartment.”

“Have you filed police reports?”

“With the police chief’s brother-in-law?” Eliza shook her head. “I told you, they’re all connected. Chief Rutledge, County Commissioner Hanson, and Samuel Rourke of Gulfside Developments. They’re bleeding this town dry, Mr. Malone.”

“Call me Gumbo,” he said, studying the photos. “Everyone does. Even my mother, which was awkward at parent-teacher conferences.”

Maggie returned with coffee and what appeared to be eggs in some previous life. Gumbo waited until she was out of earshot before continuing.

“So you’re publishing this exposé on Friday, with or without figuring out who’s threatening you?”

“The Chronicle’s going to print with or without me,” Eliza said grimly. “My editor has the files. If anything happens to me—”

“Nothing’s going to happen to you,” Gumbo interrupted. “I may be new to this PI gig, but I was head of security for BayPoint Consolidated for twelve years before they ‘streamlined operations.’”

“What does a corporate security guy know about investigating death threats?”

“You’d be surprised how many death threats the CEO of a company with seven EPA violations gets,” Gumbo said, taking a sip of coffee that could strip paint. “Besides, I have something none of your corrupt officials have.”

“What’s that?”

“Nothing left to lose.” He grinned. “So, tell me about Samuel Rourke and this development company. What exactly are they dumping in the aquifer?”

For the first time, Eliza smiled. It transformed her face, softening the sharp edges and lighting up her eyes. “How do you feel about visiting a construction site tonight?”

“I feel like I should charge quadruple for anything involving trespassing or potential arrest,” Gumbo replied. “But something tells me I’m going to say yes anyway.”

“Good instinct,” Eliza said, pulling out a small notebook. “You’re going to need it.”

Outside, a pelican—possibly the same judgmental one from his deck—watched them through the window. In the distance, thunder rumbled, promising the afternoon rain that was as reliable as corrupt Florida politicians. Gumbo had a feeling his life was about to get considerably more complicated than rum in morning coffee.

And for some reason, he was perfectly okay with that.
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Gumbo stared at the business card in his hand like it might spontaneously combust. “Danny ‘Gumbo’ Malone, Private Investigator” stared back at him, the fresh ink almost as black as his current financial prospects. The three digits of his hourly rate seemed laughably optimistic now that he was sitting across from Rufus Sterling in the man’s obscenely opulent office.

“Triple your standard rate,” Sterling repeated, examining his manicured fingernails with the casual disinterest of someone who had never worried about money a day in his life. “Plus expenses, of course.”

Gumbo’s internal calculator—a relic from his corporate days when he could make a spreadsheet sing—instantly tripled the number on his card and calculated how many months of boat payments, rum bottles, and air conditioning that figure would cover.

“And what exactly would I be doing to earn this princely sum?” he asked, trying to sound like a man who routinely turned down lucrative offers rather than one whose last significant income had been a severance package that was dwindling faster than his self-respect.

Sterling’s teeth gleamed unnaturally white as he smiled. Not for the first time, Gumbo wondered if the man’s dentist moonlighted at a piano key factory.

“I need you to find someone,” Sterling said, sliding a photograph across his desk of polished Honduran mahogany that had probably left a small rainforest childless. “Elias Devereux. My business partner. He’s been missing for three days.”

Gumbo studied the photograph. Devereux was lean and aristocratic, with the weathered tan of a man who spent more time outdoors than his bank account suggested he needed to. His expression was haughty, like someone perpetually smelling something unpleasant.

“Why not go to the police?” Gumbo asked, the question as automatic as reaching for coffee in the morning.

Sterling’s smile never flickered. “I have. They’re being… inefficient. You know how these small-town departments are. Limited resources, limited vision.”

What Gumbo knew was that Rufus Sterling didn’t do anything without calculating the angles more precisely than a pool shark with an engineering degree. If he was hiring private muscle instead of relying on public servants, there was a reason.

“Three days isn’t that long for an adult to go missing,” Gumbo pointed out. “Especially one with resources. Maybe he just needed a break from…” he gestured vaguely at the office’s ostentation, “all this.”

“Elias isn’t the ‘taking breaks’ type,” Sterling replied, his voice hardening slightly. “He missed three critical meetings and hasn’t touched his accounts. His greenhouse—he’s an orchid collector—hasn’t been attended to. For Elias, that’s like abandoning a child.”

Gumbo nodded, pretending this information meant something to him beyond confirming that rich people had weird hobbies. “Any suspects? Anyone who might want to harm Mr. Devereux?”

“We’re developers, Mr. Malone. We don’t win popularity contests. But nothing specific comes to mind.” Sterling leaned forward. “Find him. Quickly and discreetly. The triple rate stands for two weeks. After that, we renegotiate.”

It wasn’t quite a threat, but the implication that the golden faucet could be turned off hung in the air between them. Gumbo pocketed the photograph, already calculating which of Cedar Key’s watering holes might yield information about a missing orchid enthusiast.

“I’ll need access to his residence, office, any place he frequents,” Gumbo said, slipping into the investigator role with surprising ease. Corporate America hadn’t prepared him for much beyond PowerPoint and ulcers, but it had taught him how to sound confident while being completely out of his depth.

“My assistant will provide everything,” Sterling said, pressing an intercom button that probably cost more than Gumbo’s boat. “Charlotte, Mr. Malone needs Devereux’s file.”

Twenty minutes later, clutching a folder of information and a retainer check that made his eyes widen, Gumbo left Sterling’s waterfront office complex. The sun was high overhead, beating down on the marina where Sterling’s yacht—a gleaming monstrosity named “The Midas Touch”—dominated the skyline like a floating monument to excess.

His next stop was the Cedar Key Police Department, a modest building that stood in stark contrast to Sterling’s headquarters. Inside, the air conditioning struggled against Florida’s relentless humidity, creating a microclimate that was somehow both too cold and too damp.

“Well, look what the tide washed in,” a familiar voice called from across the room. “If it isn’t Danny Gumbo, corporate sellout turned beach bum.”

Detective Linda Hastings approached, coffee mug in hand, her pantsuit as crisp as her attitude. They’d worked together years ago, before Linda decided that putting actual criminals behind bars was more fulfilling than helping corporations maximize quarterly profits.

“Linda,” Gumbo nodded, trying for casual but achieving awkward. “Looking official.”

“Looking unemployed,” she countered, eyeing his faded tropical shirt and cargo shorts. “Unless this is casual Friday at whatever corporate hellscape you’re inhabiting these days.”

“Actually,” Gumbo produced his new business card with what he hoped was flourish rather than desperation, “I’ve gone private. Investigator, not sector.”

Linda examined the card, her eyebrows climbing steadily northward. “Private investigator? You? The man who got lost in the office parking garage for three hours?”

“That was one time, and they had just repainted the level markers,” Gumbo protested, the old embarrassment rising. “Besides, I’ve got the license and everything.”

“A Florida PI license requires all the qualification of a pulse and a check that doesn’t bounce,” Linda said, but there was a hint of amusement in her eyes now. “Let me guess. You’re here about Elias Devereux.”

Gumbo tried not to look surprised and failed spectacularly. “How did you—”

“Sterling called this morning, making noise about hiring outside help. Said we weren’t moving fast enough.” Linda sipped her coffee, grimacing at its temperature or taste or both. “What I didn’t expect was that he’d hire someone whose investigative experience is limited to finding which executive took the last donut.”

“That was forensic accounting, and I found the culprit,” Gumbo said with mock dignity. “So, will you help me?”

Linda considered him for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. But only because watching you fail might be the highlight of my month. Come on, I’ll show you what we’ve got on the Devereux case.”

As he followed her through the station, Gumbo reflected that he had just made deals with two devils—one who paid triple his rate, and one who knew all his embarrassing corporate stories. He wasn’t sure which was more dangerous.
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Gumbo stared at the case file spread across his kitchen table, the ceiling fan overhead doing little more than pushing hot air around his stilthouse like a convection oven for the perpetually damp. The file on Elias Devereux was thinner than a supermodel’s diet plan, and about as substantive.

“Missing rich guy,” Gumbo muttered, taking another swig of Cuban coffee strong enough to dissolve a spoon. “Collects flowers for fun. Builds condos for profit.”

What Sterling had provided was more notable for what it lacked than what it contained. A driver’s license photo showing a thin-faced man with patrician features and the smug expression of someone who’d never pumped his own gas. Property records for a sprawling estate on the edge of the Everglades. A hastily scribbled note about Devereux failing to appear at an important zoning meeting three days ago.

No mention of enemies. No personal history. No reason why Sterling—a business rival by all accounts—would shell out triple Gumbo’s normal rate to find him.

“What’s your angle, Sterling?” Gumbo asked the empty room. The room, in keeping with its typical unhelpfulness, declined to answer.

His phone buzzed. Linda Hastings’ name flashed on the screen. Gumbo felt a familiar mix of dread and anticipation as he answered.

“If you’re calling to mock my career choices again, I’m fresh out of defensive comebacks,” he said by way of greeting.

“Put on pants, Malone. I’ve got something.” Linda’s voice carried the sharp efficiency that had made her both an excellent corporate security director and, later, a feared detective. “Devereux’s property. Thirty minutes.”

“Is that an invitation or an order?”

“It’s your only shot at not completely embarrassing yourself on this case.” She hung up before he could respond, a habit she’d perfected during their corporate days.

Forty-five minutes later—because promptness was a corporate value he’d happily abandoned—Gumbo pulled his battered Jeep through the ornate gates of Devereux’s estate. The property screamed old Florida money: sprawling Spanish-style mansion set back from a palm-lined drive, perfectly manicured lawns that defied the state’s hostility to conventional grass, and a series of glass structures gleaming in the afternoon sun.

Linda’s department-issue SUV sat in the circular drive, alongside a crime scene van. She stood on the front steps, arms crossed, looking like patience that had not just run out but had packed its bags and left town.

“You’re late,” she said as he approached.

“I’m on PI time now. It’s like island time but with lower ethical standards.”

She almost smiled. Almost. “You’re lucky I called you at all.”

“Is it luck or the irresistible appeal of watching me fail?”

“Six of one,” she conceded. “Come on. You’ll want to see this.”

She led him not toward the main house but to one of the glass structures—a greenhouse the size of Gumbo’s entire stilthouse. Inside, the air hung






































