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The sound came before the sight. Powerful diesel engines closing distance. Gravel crunching under heavy tires.

Jace Creely squinted into the morning sun from the porch of the weathered bayfront farmhouse, his chipped enamel mug steaming in one hand, the other shielding his eyes. The family farm stretched out around him. Eight stubborn acres of vegetables, citrus trees, and clucking chickens clinging to one of the last untouched parcels along Bayfront Road. A sliver of Old Florida slowly being swallowed by stucco and steel.

Beyond the pasture where a handful of goats lazed in the shade of a warped palmetto, a convoy of construction vehicles crept up the long driveway.

“What in the...” he muttered, then calling behind him, into the house, “Nan, we expecting company?”

No answer. Just the goats bleating. One head-butted the porch railing.

The first vehicle in the convoy—a gleaming F-350 with a magnetic logo on the door that read Better Earth Development—ground to a halt in a swirl of dust. Out stepped a man with mirrored sunglasses, sun-weathered skin, and a neon vest that clung to him in the early morning Florida humidity. Clipboard in hand, a smirk on his lips. 

“Mornin’,” the man said, walking with confidence. “You Jace Creely?”

“Last I checked.”

“Fantastic.” The foreman—according to the badge on his vest, Chet—flashed a tight smile of gleaming white teeth and waved a folded stack of paperwork like a wand. “We’re here on county orders. Structure's been condemned. Scheduled for demo as of this morning.”

Jace blinked, then laughed. “You got the wrong place. This house is old, not condemned. I live here with my Nana and my boy.”

Chet unfolded the paper and read, “Assessed unfit due to structural instability. Code violation tied to lien #5749-B. Orders say demo starts today.”

“We never got any notice about that.” Jace stepped down from the porch. “And what lien? There’s no lien on this place.”

Chet didn’t break stride as he turned back to the crew, calling over his shoulder, “You can take that up with the county. Me, I’m just here to swing the wrecking ball.”

His crew started offloading gear with the grace of caffeinated gorillas: cords unspooling, helmets clanking, a portable toilet thunking into place.

Jace’s heart pounded. “Whoa, whoa. Nobody’s touching this house.”

“That’s not up to you.”

“It’s my goddamned house!”

At that moment, the screen door banged open with the kind of force that could wake the dead. Martha Creely stormed out wearing a bathrobe over her faded house dress patterned with daisies, a pair of mud-caked boots, and a fire in her eyes born from decades of dealing with bullshit. In her hand was a rolled-up Sunridge Observer, gripped like a billy club.

“You take one brick off this house,” she said, her voice sharp enough to cut grown men down to little boys, “you better be ready to catch it in your teeth.”

Chet turned, visibly startled by the fury wrapped in gingham and gray curls.

Martha stopped next to Jace, eyeing the crew like they were termites. She snatched the paperwork out of Chet’s hand, squinting at the fine print. Her lips curled. “Slate Holdings,” she read aloud, her voice dripping venom. “You can tell that spray-tanned bastard that he can kiss my whole wrinkled ass.”

Chet took a careful step back. “Ma’am, I don’t—”

“Don’t ‘ma’am’ me, Mr. Clipboard. You and your Tonka crew can haul your asses back down that drive.”

“I’m just following orders,” he said dismissively. “Hey, Gary!” Chet shouted over his shoulder to one of the guys in a Bobcat. “Why don’t you get started on that fence?”

Gary hesitated, then started up the machine. The mini excavator belched a puff of black smoke and rolled forward with a mechanical groan, the bucket swinging low like a battering ram.

“Oh hell no!” Jace rushed over. “Don’t touch that fence, I just fixed the latches yesterday!”

The goats panicked, scattering in every direction. One skidded under the porch, another leaped onto a tool crate like a mountain goat cosplaying as Spider-Man.

Jace waved his arms wildly. “I said stop!”

Gary did not stop.

Until Martha stepped directly into his path.

She planted herself on the worn grass in front of the fencing, her hands at her sides, her feet shoulder-width apart, staring down the operator like he was a delinquent schoolboy caught chewing gum in church.

The skid steer came to a lurching stop three feet from her boots.

Jace jogged toward her, heart pounding. “Nan! Your afib!”

She dismissed him with a wave. “I’m fine.” 

Chet groaned and pulled out his phone. “Yeah, it’s me. We’ve got some noncompliance out here. Locals are getting aggressive. You might want to send someone to keep the peace.”

He listened for a moment.

“No, ma'am. No, she's standing in front of the equipment.”

Another pause, then a light chuckle.

“Yes, ma'am.”

Another pause.

Chet grimaced. “Understood.”

He lowered the phone.

“Well?” Martha snapped.

Chet sighed. “Celeste says we wait for the deputies.” He turned, stage-whispering just loud enough for Martha to hear, “You know how these squatters get.”

Martha’s nostrils flared, but she said nothing. 
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The men moved around the property under the pretense of setting up for work, but they were watching Martha, waiting to see if she’d move. Waiting to see who’d blink first.

Nobody did.

The goats bleated nervously and relocated behind the porch like furry paparazzi. In the distance, a weed whacker revved and stalled with comedic timing, then silence reclaimed the field.

Then came the whoop of a siren. It wasn’t urgent. More of a “don’t make me come down there” kind of whoop.

A sheriff’s cruiser bumped up the dirt drive, kicking up a cloud of dust. Deputy Hank Mullen climbed out with the gait of a man who was impatient to get back to his breakfast.

He adjusted his belt and took in the scene: construction crew stalled, power tools idle, farm animals looking on with curiosity, and Martha Creely standing like the ghost of a vengeful pioneer in a faded house dress.

“Dispatch said y’all were fixin’ to riot,” Hank said. “Looks more like a barnyard standoff.”

“Hank,” Jace called, “they’re trying to demo the house. They’re claiming it’s condemned and said some bullshit about a lien on the property. There’s no lien.”

Martha didn’t move an inch. “We haven’t had a lien on this property in fifty years.”

“Got it,” Hank said, holding up a hand. “Let me see the paperwork.”

Chet, tight-lipped, handed it over. Hank scanned the document slowly, scratching the back of his neck with exaggerated skepticism.

“Well,” he said at last, “this here’s got a county stamp and a judge’s initials. I’m not saying it’s right, but it looks legit.”

He looked at the Creelys, then the demo crew. “What I am saying is I ain’t about to preside over a demolition derby. This the first you’ve heard of it?”

Jace nodded, his jaw clenched. “Completely out of the blue, and total bullshit. You know what Slate’s been doing around here. Come on, you’ve got to help us out.”

Hank looked at the excavator, then back at Martha, who hadn’t moved in fifteen minutes. His eyes settled on her boots, planted like she’d grown there.

“You know this ain’t right,” she said, her voice low and unwavering. “You’re going to let them come in and bully me off my own land?”

Hank smiled at her, then turned to Chet, his voice rising just enough to carry for all to hear. “Listen, you’ve got paperwork. That’s fine, but the Creely folks’ve lived here since this road was made of oyster shells, and unless you want your crew showin’ up on the evening news, you’re gonna give ‘em ‘til tomorrow.”

Chet opened his mouth.

Hank cut him off. “You bulldoze today, and it turns out that paperwork’s not in order, you won’t just be fixin’ fences, you’ll be answering to a judge with no sense of humor. You can sit on your hands for 24 hours. It won’t hurt nobody if this is legit.” He handed the paperwork back to Chet.

Chet grumbled something, then marched to the mailbox and drove a bright orange DEMOLITION SCHEDULED sign into the dirt.

As the last hammer blow landed, two nearby goats went stiff and keeled over.

He jumped. “What the hell is wrong with them?” Chet stepped back.

“Myotonic goats,” Martha said, not taking her eyes off the equipment.

“What?”

“They’re fainting goats,” Jace said. “They sometimes faint when they’re startled.”

“Jesus,” Chet prodded the nearest goat with the toe of his boot. 

With a muttered curse, Chet whistled his crew back to the trucks. They rumbled out the way they came. Dust clouds in retreat, diesel fumes trailing behind. The sheriff's cruiser brought up the rear.

Despite the distant sound of the waves crashing on the rocks at the shore, the silence that followed wasn’t peaceful. Jace led Martha back up the steps with a hand gently placed on her elbow while she muttered about “that orange bastard Slate,” and went back in the house, grumbling under her breath. 

The porch creaked as he sat down hard on the top step. His coffee was stone cold. His brain buzzed trying to process the situation as he reread the paperwork, trying to understand the legalese.

That’s when the sputter of a struggling engine cut through the air. 

A squat, boxy car—if it could legally be called that—chugged up the drive. It looked like the unholy spawn of a Smart car crossbred with a toaster that had been given a fluorescent paint job.

The car wheezed to a stop in a cloud of citrus-scented air freshener. The blue-lit Uber sign flickered in the front windshield.

Out stepped Hugo, stout and sunbaked, with long curly hair puffing out from beneath a sweat-stained fishing hat. He was an Uber driver, and the proud owner of “JetSetGo,” a drink delivery service that he ran on his Segway up and down the beach. 

His shirt was a pineapple-print explosion of yellow and green, flapping over cargo shorts that had given up on formality years ago. His flip-flops slapped the dirt like slow applause. Round and radiant with mischief, he was impossible to ignore. He had a grin that arrived two seconds before he did, and a personality big enough to test local zoning laws.

He landed on the bottom step, looking like he’d fallen out of a Jimmy Buffett song.

“Martha, still comin’ to the clinic,” Hugo called out cheerfully, “or did I interrupt an episode of Extreme Home Makeover: Apocalyptic Farm Edition?”

From the screen door, Martha shot him a look. “I don’t need a chauffeur. I can drive my own damned self.”

“No, Nan,” Jace said evenly, “Not after the last time you nearly fainted walking to the car after the blood draw.”

Hugo slurped from his big gulp straw, grimaced, then grinned. “Tell you what, Martha. We’ll stop at that diner with the key lime pie on the way back, my treat.”

She eyed him like she wanted to argue, then sighed. “Fine. Give me a minute.” She disappeared inside, griping about being treated like a porcelain doll.

Hugo turned back to Jace. “Yeah, I caught some of it on the police scanner on the drive over. What’s going on?”

Jace stood slowly, rubbed his eyes, and gave him the Reader’s Digest version of the morning’s excitement.

Hugo listened, then nodded solemnly. “Sounds like you need a guy,” he said.

Jace waved the paperwork in his hand. “The biggest, dirtiest real estate developer on the coast has been trying to force us to sell for years, and it looks like he’s getting into the endgame. Already bought up every property around us. Bixby sold a couple months ago. We were the last two holdouts. We need more than a guy. We need a whole damned army to fight this thing.”

Hugo beamed and handed him a creased business card from his wallet. “This guy’s a one-man wrecking crew. The best.”

Jace looked at Martha as she reappeared in the doorway. For once, she didn’t argue. Just gave him a barely perceptible nod.

“All right,” Jace said.
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Ellis Kane swiveled in his chair behind a desk that looked like it had been salvaged from a shipwreck and was only standing out of habit. One hand cradled an ancient coffee mug, and the other was using a manila folder to guide a disoriented lizard toward the window.

“Come on, buddy,” he coaxed. “This office gets weird enough without cold-blooded freeloaders.”

The lizard paused at the insult, then darted through the tear in the screen and vanished into the humid blur of morning. Kane took a sip of his coffee and considered following the little guy.

The office—a back room carved out behind Palm & Pastry, the local bakery owned by Dani Perla—smelled like cinnamon, yeast, printer ink, and the faint trace of mildew that no amount of lemon-scented spray could conquer. The dusty ceiling fan spun lazily overhead, clicking with each rotation.

Kane had been in the cozy yet bizarre Florida beach town of Turtle Key for a few months now, long enough to stop saying “I’m just cleaning out my uncle’s place” and start admitting he lived there. He hadn’t meant to stay, but Florida had its claws in him now. Turtle Key, specifically. A place where crime got weird, people got weirder, and he felt almost sane by comparison.

After two decades as a Houston detective, he’d finally hit a wall. A system too broken to fix and a case that cracked him just enough to step away. The PI license down here took paperwork, some creative answers, and a shady notary named Lenny who always insisted, “Please, call me Len,” with a wink, and referred to him as “handsome” four times in under ten minutes before stamping his form.

He took small jobs. Bigger ones, when they found him. Mostly, he tried not to sweat through his shirt before noon.

His phone pinged with a message from Dani: “There’s a cowboy by the scones. Says he’s here for you.” Curious, he pushed away from his desk. The smell from the bakery called to him: butter, sugar, and something warm and berry sweet. He followed the scent down the short hall into the bakery proper.

Dani stood behind the counter, a streak of flour on her cheek and a tray of blueberry muffins steaming like they’d been plucked straight from heaven’s oven. She was all apron, sharp eyes, and the sort of curves that made office rent feel less like overhead and more like a cover charge.

She spotted him, arched a brow, and slid one muffin onto a plate. “How’d it go back there? Did the geckos finally unionize?”

“Little guy was just asking for directions,” Kane said, easing up to the counter. “More polite than my last client.” He eyed the muffin. “You’re spoiling me.”

“No,” Dani said, lowering her voice as she slid the plate toward him. “I’m bribing you.” She jutted her head toward the display case where the man stood. “Says Hugo sent him.”

The man was out of place, looking like he’d walked straight off the farm and into a yoga mom’s bakery-obsessed Pinterest feed. His t-shirt clung to him with sweat, his jeans were dusted from the fields, and his boots were scuffed down to a dull memory of leather.

Kane sighed, but the corner of his mouth twitched. “Of course he did.”

Hugo always had a knack for showing up in spirit if not in person. They’d met back when Kane needed a fast getaway, and Hugo needed a five-star rating. An Uber fare that turned into a friendship forged over boat chases and a mutual appreciation for Cuban sandwiches and chaos.

Dani said. “I gave him a complimentary coffee and told him you’d be out in a minute.”

Kane broke the muffin top with his thumb, crumbs sticking to his hand, eyeing Dani.

She smirked, then called, “All right, cowboy, you’re up.”

Jace turned, gripping a folder like it might explode. Kane recognized the stress posture instantly: a man carrying pride, panic, and a century’s worth of bad luck on his shoulders.

“You Ellis Kane?” Jace asked.

“Most days.”

Jace gave him a firm handshake. “Hugo says you’re the best.”

Kane led him down the hallway, leaving the door open to invite the warm smell of the bakery into his stale office. “Hugo also says Key West has the best karaoke. The man’s judgment is suspect.”

There was a flicker of a grin, then it was gone.

Kane gestured toward the chair across from his desk. “Have a seat. Tell me what brings you in.”

Jace sat carefully, like he wasn’t sure if the furniture or his composure would hold. He passed over the folder. “My great-great-granddaddy built that house,” he said. “Creelys’ve been on that land since before Turtle Key had a name. We’ve looked after it: our land, the wetlands, everything. My Nan says that patch of mud’s got more soul than the whole damn coast, and I believe her.”

Kane was flipping through documents: a demolition notice, a structural inspection, and a lien from some little no-name bank in the Midwest.

Jace said, “This Slate guy, he’s been buying up the farms outside of town along Bayfront Road. He’s trying to force us to sell, but we’re not interested.”

“So, let me guess,” Kane said, scanning the inspection report. “It says the place is structurally unsound, but you’ve never seen an inspector on the property.”

Jace nodded once. “That’s the first thing. Second, the lien’s garbage. We never took out a loan. Never even applied for one. Hasn’t been a mortgage on the property in my lifetime—probably longer—but Slate’s been after this land for years. He couldn’t buy it, so now he’s trying to steal it. Hugo said you don’t miss anything. I need you to prove this is bullshit and help us get clear.”

Kane rubbed his jaw, staring at the paperwork. “Honestly, sounds like what you need is an attorney, not a PI.”

“Already tried,” Jace said. “Some guy in town. He said the paperwork looked legit, and there’s nothing we can do. It felt... off. Like he was reading from a script.”

Kane grunted and flipped the lien over, examining the notary seal. “Problem is I’m in the middle of another case right now,” Kane said.

From the hallway, Dani called out, “Orlando Bloom is dust in the wind, and I haven’t seen you leave the office in two days!”

Kane grinned. “Still.”

“Please,” Jace said, his voice tight. “The sheriff only gave us a 24-hour pause on the demolition. After that, they’re coming back with bulldozers. We’re in a real bind.”

Kane sighed, closed the folder, and tapped it once. “All right. I guess I have time to spare. I’ll poke around. If this smells like a scam, it’s probably rotting somewhere I can find.”

From the hallway, Dani called out, “Don’t poke too hard, Detective! I need someone to fix the espresso machine later!”

“One scam at a time, boss!” Kane called back.

Jace leaned forward, studying him. “Detective?”

Kane nodded. “Former detective. Houston PD. Twenty years. I got tired of the red tape and the politics.” He gave a small shrug. “Figured I could do more good on my own.”

Jace absorbed that. “So, you still help people. Just without the badge.”

“Something like that.” He stood and slid the folder under his arm. 

Jace leaned forward, his eyes tense. “You think you can help?”

“I think I can make someone nervous,” he said. “That’s usually a good place to start.”
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Ellis Kane pulled Uncle Joe's old Miata into the cracked shell lot behind the law office. One flip-up headlight permanently stuck open, the other permanently stuck shut, giving the little roadster the expression of a car that couldn't decide whether to wink or stare. 

His phone buzzed. He checked the caller ID, sighed through his teeth, and answered, “Kane Investigations.”

A tremulous voice greeted him: female, older, and wound tighter than a church piano. “Mr. Kane, has there been any progress in locating Orlando Bloom?”

In the background, a man whimpered audibly. “He hates the outdoors. He’s never spent a night alone in his life.”

Kane rubbed his forehead. “Still following leads. We’ll find him.”

The man came on the line next, full of dread and overly dramatic. “We just keep picturing him... cold... naked... lonely.”

“I understand,” Kane said, flat but sympathetic. “I’ll keep you posted. If I hear a squawk from Orlando, you’ll be the first to know.”

There was a pause. Then the woman spoke again, disapprovingly. “We’ve talked about this. You must use his full name. Frankly, it’s disrespectful.”

Kane exhaled like a balloon losing the will to live. “Okay.”

“Say it,” she insisted. “His full name. If you find him and don’t use it, he won’t even know you’re talking to him. He’s really out of his element out there.”

Kane stepped through the frosted glass door and into the front lobby of Kessler & Associates. “Fine. If I hear from Orlando Bloom, you’ll be the first to know.”

He hung up and froze mid-step.

For a moment, Kane wasn’t sure if he’d walked into a law office or an immersive TikTok escape room.

The reception area gently pulsed with soft LED strip lighting that cycled through pastel shades—lavender, aqua, blush, mauve, back to lavender—like a sentient screensaver. The air smelled faintly of coconut oil and cinnamon protein powder. A ring light perched behind the reception desk glowed like the eye of Sauron. It was aimed at a woman mid-selfie with seafoam green nails, glitter eyeliner, and a pair of oversized pink glasses that could double as satellite dishes.

Her t-shirt read LEGALLY BLONDE, partially obscured by a cropped blazer covered in cartoon flamingos.

She was recording.

“Okay, besties,” she said into her phone, her tone both cheery and grave, “this is your reminder that if your ex shows up at your workplace again, that’s not romance; that’s a restraining order waiting to happen. Block him and DM me.”

She hit a button, swiped, and her phone started buzzing.

“Ugh, hold up,” she said, taking a call as she opened an email window. “Yeah, I got it—no, you’re fine, I already ran the metadata scrub.” She paused, then rolled her eyes. “Yes, the metadata scrub. Just delete the old posts before the bots crawl it, okay? I swear I’m charging you double next time.” 

She paused again. “Uh-huh. Love you too, queen. Byeee!”

She hung up, tapped her nails against the desk, and muttered, “Some people really shouldn’t have Wi-Fi.”

She spun her chair half a turn and spotted Kane standing in the doorway like a confused dad who’d accidentally wandered into the lingerie section of a department store.

“Oh. Heyyy, Kane. Back again so soon?” She smiled.

Her nameplate read Brittani Vee, with a glitter sticker over the “i” that dotted it with a tiny gator wearing sunglasses. Beneath that, a laminated card proclaimed her Client Experience Liaison. 

A Himalayan salt lamp glowed beside a stack of depositions. Brittani narrowed her eyes. “Did I hear you say something about Orlando Bloom when you walked in?”

Kane didn’t blink. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

She made a sympathetic face and sipped her iced coffee through a glitter straw. “That’s valid. No judgment. You know you don’t need an appointment to come annoy me, right? 

He grinned. “I’m actually here to see Nate.”

She pouted theatrically, lowering her voice just enough to make it sound wounded. “Tragic. Rejected again.” Then, with a sigh and a flick of her manicured nails, she added, “Nate’s in. Go ahead and have a seat. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

Kane gave her a nod and moved toward the bench by the window, which was upholstered in something leather-ish, in an unnatural shade of coral.

Behind him, Brittani adjusted her ring light and whispered into her phone like she was narrating a nature documentary, “Lowkey? That man’s vibe is, like, haunted detective. I’d cast him as a cop who knows things no one else dares to say. Hashtag Turtle Key Noir.”

Kane didn’t understand half of what she said, but he understood dedication, and Brittani Vee—whatever else she might be—was clearly all in. That made him smile. 

She fit the vibe of the office perfectly. Nate Kessler, attorney at large, ran a tight ship, but he did it with a crooked grin and boat shoes. Kane liked that. They’d met months back when Nate helped him wrangle Uncle Joe’s estate—two outsiders trying to make sense of Florida’s version of logic—and they’d been trading favors and sarcasm ever since. 

Nate handled the legal knots; Kane handled the trouble that made them necessary.

A moment later, Nate appeared from the back, escorting a man in a sequined tank top and cargo pants who carried what looked like a sealed Tupperware full of swamp water.

“You’re all set, Barry,” Nate said, patting the man on the back. “The restraining order is filed, but if you show up at that reptile expo again, I’m not saving you.”

Barry winked. “You got it, boss.”

As the door closed behind him, Nate turned to Kane and grinned. “Florida,” he said. “We live in a postcard drawn by a lunatic.”

“And mailed without postage by a drunken pelican,” Kane added. “Remind me again why we left sane states?”

“Low taxes, bad impulse control.” Nate shrugged.

They shook hands and clapped shoulders, an easy rhythm born from too many lunches and at least one near-felony that Nate technically hadn’t billed him for.

“Come on,” Nate said, already turning toward the hallway. “We’re grabbing lunch downstairs. You’re buying.”
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They walked down the back stairs to the café beneath the office, a no-frills joint with plastic patio seats, a laminated menu sticky from too many summers, and a ceiling fan that sounded like it was chewing gravel. The walls were lined with faded newspaper clippings: some about local little-league teams, some about UFO sightings, and one about a raccoon that had briefly held public office.

Neither of them even glanced at the menu.

“So,” Nate said, tipping his sunglasses down and eyeing Kane over the top of them, “you didn’t just stop by to watch me defend a man’s right to snake cosplay. What’s up?”

Kane gave him the short version: the Creelys, the suspicious lien, the bulldozers that showed up uninvited, and a developer named Slate who wouldn’t take no for an answer.

Nate grimaced. “The Slates. Yeah. He’s the definition of a tool: a hammer looking for nails. The guy builds ugly crap up and down the coast and calls it ‘visionary.’ No one is a bigger fan of Ronny Slate than Ronny Slate.”

“So, why is he trying to get his hands on the Creelys’ acres, specifically?”

Nate shrugged. “I don’t know the ins and outs, but we’ll find out. I’ll put Sloane on it.”

“Thanks,” Kane said, his mind still churning. “This guy sounds like a real piece of work, trying to muscle a family off their farm.”

“Big time. Bullies always pick on the weak ones,” Nate agreed. He sipped his iced tea. “Though if I were you, I'd worry more about his daughter.”

Kane looked up. “Daughter?”

“Celeste Slate.”

“Daddy's little princess?”

Nate laughed into his tea. “That's adorable. She’s hot, though. Like... ‘I’m morally conflicted about my thoughts’ hot.”

“Jesus, Nate.”

“What? I’m a feminist. I believe in dangerous women.”

Kane rolled his eyes and peeled the corner of a damp placemat from the table. “What tree do I bark up to get to the bottom of the lien and the demo notice?”

Nate leaned back in his chair like he was settling into a game of cards. “The liens can be a legal thicket. Could be forged, could be a filing error, could be legit but buried in procedural sludge. Either way, I’ll put Sloane on it. She’ll do in a day what would take you a month, and you said you’ve only got about 24 hours?”

Kane nodded. “Yeah, they’re supposed to be back tomorrow morning.”

Nate glanced toward the office building, as if Sloane might feel his gaze through the drywall.

“Don’t worry about it. She’s got instincts like a bloodhound,” he said. “Knows how to dig into bank paperwork and sniff out corporate rot. Honestly, she’s the main reason half my cases get across the finish line.”

Kane nodded. “I figured. She crushed that foreclosure fraud case you were telling me about last month. Caught the shell signature buried in the backdate logs. Brilliant.”

“She is,” Nate agreed, then grinned. “Which is why I get to focus on charming juries and hunting for happy hour oysters and favors.”

“Favors?” Kane asked.

“Correct, and you owe me one.”

Kane raised an eyebrow. “What kind of favor?”

“I need a fourth for a double date. My girl’s cousin is in town. You’d like her. Teaches forensic accounting. Owns a machete.”

Kane blinked. “Why does that matter?”

“How does it not matter?” Nate asked. “Come on, I’ve asked three times, Kane.”

“I’m busy on a case.”

“Bullshit, and you’re not even seeing anyone. Whatever happened with that girl, Brooke?”

Kane shook his head. “Amazing woman. Just... the long-distance thing didn’t work out. She’s corporate Boston, suited up. I’m here in Hawaiian shirts and Hey Dudes.”

“Exactly. So, you're single and available, and the cousin is hot and on vacation here, so she’s probably into weird men with secrets. Say yes.”

Kane gave him a tired look. “You don’t even like double dates.”

“I do when they involve a fellow Florida transplant and a couple of lovely women.”

The server arrived with two iced teas and a tray of assorted tacos that looked like they’d been assembled by someone in a rush but with good intentions. Kane picked one up, tilted his head, and bit into it. Possibly chicken. Maybe gator. He decided not to ask.

They ate in relative silence for a moment—the comfortable kind, where the food’s good enough to pause the sarcasm between friends.

“As for the demo order?” Nate continued, brushing crumbs off his shirt. “That’s county records and code enforcement. Easy enough for you to handle. Visit the Development Services Office down at the municipal building. Find out who issued the structural violation and who signed off on the demo. If Slate’s got the contract, he’s either working through a city vendor or greasing someone’s palm.”

Kane was already mentally mapping the building layout: two floors, no signage, and a receptionist who would treat his presence like a personal affront. “Got it.”

“Look for expedited permits, sweetheart deals on bids, anything filed before the notice was served,” Nate added. “Half the time, the scam’s in the timestamp.”

“You’re a good man, Nate.”

They dug in. As the last of the tacos disappeared, Kane’s phone buzzed twice on the table. He checked the screen and groaned softly.

“New lead?” Nate asked.

“Orlando Bloom sighting down by the beach.”

“The actor?”

Kane stood and offered a tired raise of his eyebrow before tossing a few bills on the table and gathering his things with practiced annoyance. “Lien goes to Sloane. Demo notice is mine.”

He took his leave, grumbling something under his breath about missing silverware.

Nate took another sip of tea and shook his head. “Man needs a vacation.”
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Kane cruised the beach road in the Miata, the little engine humming like a blender working on an extra-thick piña colada. He kept the top down because the AC hadn’t worked since frosted tips were in style.

A man strolled along the shoulder, walking a pig in a sequined vest labeled EMOTIONAL SUPPORT BACON. 

Just behind him, a woman in a crop top waved a protest sign that read END DAYLIGHT SAVINGS. SAVE OUR SANITY.

That I could get on board with, Kane thought.

He passed a shirtless guy on a unicycle juggling sunscreen bottles in front of a beach shop, the empty tip jar jostling in the wind. 

Turtle Key had trained him not to blink.

He caught sight of a familiar silhouette on the sidewalk ahead. Hugo, balanced on his Segway like a parade marshal, was carrying a drink tray loaded with smoothies.

Kane honked once and pulled to the curb. “Hey, Hugo!”

Hugo turned, grinning wide. “Kane! My man! You here for a daiquiri? I’ve also got divine intervention on special.”

“Not right now. Wanted a quick word.”

He parked, stepped out, and joined Hugo under a limp palm tree. “That guy you sent me this morning, Jace Creely?”

“Yeah, solid dude. The family owns that little farm out by the bay. Good people. Salt-of-the-earth type. They’ve got a developer trying to give ‘em the shaft.”

“Yeah, I noticed.” Kane leaned against the car. “I’m trying to figure the angle. Jace says Slate’s been after that farm forever. Me, I’ve only been here long enough to notice their logo slapped on every half-baked condo project on the coast. You’ve got the lay of the land. Why’s Slate frothing at the mouth over eight acres?”

Hugo shrugged, adjusting his sunglasses. “Only that Ronny Slate wants everything he sees. Guy’s like a toddler with a trust fund. If he can’t have it, he breaks it.”

“So, no clue what’s special about the land?”

“Nah, just his overall douchebaggery, but that’s common knowledge on Slate.”

Kane nodded, thinking.

Hugo’s grin widened. “Oh, but man, you should see his daughter, Celeste.”

Kane arched an eyebrow. “Let me guess. Evil genius in heels?”

“Oh, my dude,” Hugo said. “I’ve seen her around a few times. She’s got definite Bond-villain energy. Gorgeous. Scary smart, from what I’ve heard.”

“Nate said something similar.”

“Well, if two grown men agree...”

“You’re using the term ‘grown men’ loosely,” Kane said.

“Rude. I pay taxes... sometimes.” He glanced around, as though someone might be listening. “Look, I’m not saying I did shots with his entire junior acquisition team last spring break just to find out more about her, but from what they say, she’s sharp, cold-blooded, and ambitious.”

“And?”

Hugo lowered his voice. “Every single one of them was more afraid of her than Ronny.”

Kane snorted. “Maybe she handles payroll. I’m sure she has a secret to dig up, like anyone else.”

“Maybe.” Hugo shrugged. “Good luck. It'll be buried deeper than your dignity after your last karaoke night.”

“You take that back. That was a beautiful rendition of ‘I Want It That Way,’” Kane said.

“Tell it to the cardboard Elvis you tried to duet with.”

“That Elvis and I had chemistry,” Kane said. “Tragically, it was one-sided.”

Hugo balanced the tray of drinks again, nodding toward the beach. “Anyway, that’s all I got. Gotta deliver these bad boys before they fully melt.”

“Appreciate it,” Kane said.

“Anytime, and hey,” Hugo added, “when you find Orlando Bloom, tell him the café on Bay Street wants their silverware back.”

Kane shook his head, watching him go. “Yeah, I’ll put it on my list.”

He got back in the Miata and drove off toward the municipal building, where the only thing thicker than the air was the red tape.
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The Turtle Key municipal building was a squat, sun-bleached monument to half-finished paperwork. The walls were tinted stucco, and the signage looked like it had lost a fight with a hurricane. Inside were the usual suspects: indifferent clerks, broken pens, and a bulletin board with a toy gecko stapled to it.

Kane stepped through the double doors into the humming air conditioning and immediately felt like he’d entered a bureaucratic twilight zone. The feel was somewhere between a dental office and the DMV. He imagined purgatory boasted a similar atmosphere. 

A dusty artificial ficus wilted in one corner. A kiosk blinked near the entrance with the words TOUCH TO BEGIN, but when Kane obliged, the screen flickered, buzzed, flashed an error message, then returned to the TOUCH TO BEGIN screen.

“That’s about right,” Kane muttered after three failed attempts.

A maze of vague signage awaited. Arrows labeled things like ZONING AND COMPLIANCE, FILING ANNEX, and STEVE pointed in contradictory directions. Kane followed a hallway that passed through an open security door marked STAFF ONLY, then passed another that read DO NOT ENTER UNLESS YOU ARE STEVE. 

He was not.

After several false starts and one unintentional stroll through the exquisitely appointed county janitorial supply closet—gleaming with polished shelves and neatly lined bottles that put the rest of the building to shame—he finally located the Development Services Office.

At the front desk sat a woman with a nameplate that said Karen, with a hairdo that hadn’t moved since Blockbuster had membership fees. She eyed his interruption with an expression that could fold concrete, then went back to her computer.

“Hi,” Kane said, summoning the polite, semi-charming version of himself that he kept on reserve for difficult TSA agents and cranky judges. “Ellis Kane. Private Investigator. I’m hoping to take a look at the demolition order for the Creely property over on Bayfront Road. Also the inspection file, if possible.”

Karen did not look up. “Form 1175-B,” she said in a monotone voice.

“Where do I—”

“Downstairs. Room 104. File it. Wait.”

“That’s it?”

Karen blinked once, then looked up, adding, “You may also want Form 1175-A. It’s identical, but the paper’s pink.”

Kane stared. “Is this a test?”

“Sir,” she said flatly, “I don’t make the rules.”

Kane turned to search for Room 104, back to wander the halls, unsure whether he was navigating a government building or a Stephen King short story. He passed a bulletin board featuring a missing stapler, a lost ferret, and something called Zoning Trivia Thursday. He spent an unreasonable amount of time trying to make sense of the map of the building mounted on the wall next to it, before shaking his head and turning to look around the hallway for clues.

“You look lost.”

Kane turned to find a woman in her twenties with a trainee badge and an oversized neon green tumbler, her smirk equal parts sympathy and amusement. Her name tag read Amber.

“I
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