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Key West in late autumn tries hard to be mellow. The sun loses a bit of its psychotic summer edge, the afternoon thunderstorms become less punctual, and the hordes of sunburned tourists thin just enough that you can sometimes walk down Duval Street without feeling like a sardine swimming upstream against a tide of Hawaiian shirts and cheap rum. I’d been anchored out in the Garrison Bight channel for nearly two months, keeping the Sea Witch tidy, doing some desultory fishing, mostly trying to scrub the lingering taste of Everglades muck, Panamanian panic, and Cuban betrayal out of my system. Trying to convince myself that maybe, finally, the wider shadows were looking elsewhere.

It wasn’t working. Sleep came in fits and starts, usually ending with cold sweats and the phantom smell of Halon gas or cheap perfume from a long-forgotten gala. Every unfamiliar boat that anchored nearby, every plane droning overhead, set off alarm bells. The Ouroboros data was locked down tight, but knowing about it felt like carrying a ticking bomb. Lying low felt less like recovery and more like waiting for the next inevitable explosion.

Which is why when Manny ‘The Conch’ Delgado ambled down the dock towards my tender one sweltering afternoon, I nearly reached for the flare gun I kept handy. Manny ran a dilapidated marine salvage business – mostly junk, some questionable antiques, and a side helping of local information brokering. He was leathery, perpetually squinting, knew everyone from the shrimpers to the city commissioners, and usually only sought me out when someone else was paying him to.

“Jack,” he grunted, stopping at the edge of the dock, mopping his bald head with a greasy bandana. He didn’t offer to shake hands; Manny wasn’t big on pleasantries. “Got a fella lookin’ for someone. Someone… quiet. Handles things off the books.”

“Lot of those around, Manny,” I said, coiling a line, not looking directly at him. “Tell him I’m retired. Gone fishing.”

“Yeah, I told him that,” Manny squinted out at the water. “He didn’t seem convinced. Said his problem involves… art. Delicate stuff. Said he needs someone careful, someone who understands value but ain’t afraid to maybe bend a few import regulations, y’know?” He spat into the water. “Offered me five hundred just to make the introduction. Which means he’s either desperate, stupid rich, or both.”

“Art?” That wasn’t my usual line of work. Sounded like rich people problems. “Tell him to hire a private investigator with better insurance.”

“Tried that too,” Manny sighed. “He says the usual PIs won’t touch it, or maybe the police already told ‘em to back off. This guy… he’s different. Not local muscle. Looks like a goddamn professor blew off course from Harvard Yard. Sweatin’ like a pig in church. Name’s Finch. Dr. Alistair Finch.” Manny scratched his neck. “Said he got your… well, not your name, exactly, but a description of someone ‘fitting your unique profile’ from a source up north. Said it was urgent. Life or death, maybe.”

Dr. Finch. Museum curator, maybe? Life or death over art? Sounded melodramatic. Or maybe something else entirely. Reluctantly, curiosity piqued despite my ingrained suspicion, I relented. “Alright, Manny. Where?”

“Figured you’d say that,” Manny grinned, showing tobacco-stained teeth. “He’s waitin’. Booth near the back, Schooner Wharf Bar. Drinkin’ iced tea and lookin’ like he’s about to bolt.”




The Schooner Wharf Bar, even in the relative quiet of late afternoon, was pure Key West chaos. Tourists in zinc oxide mingled with leathery locals, Jimmy Buffett tunes warred with the squawking of gulls and the clang of rigging from the tall ships docked nearby. The air smelled of stale beer, fried fish, and low tide. Tucked away in a dark corner booth, looking exactly as Manny described, sat Dr. Alistair Finch.

He was maybe fifty, thinning sandy hair plastered to his forehead with sweat, wearing a tweed jacket – tweed, in Key West – over a rumpled white shirt. Wire-rimmed glasses perched on his nose, magnifying eyes that darted nervously around the bar. He clutched a worn leather briefcase on his lap like a life preserver. He saw me approach, his eyes widening slightly, confirming Manny’s description must have been reasonably accurate.

“Mr… Cole?” he half-whispered as I slid into the booth opposite him, using the alias I’d adopted in Miami, hoping it wasn’t already burned here.

“Close enough,” I said. “Manny said you had an art problem.”

“Yes! Yes, precisely,” Finch leaned forward, dabbing his face with a handkerchief that was already soaked through. “Dr. Alistair Finch. I’m… I was… consulting curator for the estate of the late Julian Croft.”

Croft. Not Harrison Croft, the Ouroboros financier, surely? My internal alarms went from clanging to screaming. “Julian Croft? The industrialist? Thought he died years ago.”

“He did, five years ago,” Finch confirmed, lowering his voice. “But he maintained a very private, very valuable collection of modern art here in Key West. Smaller pieces mostly, but significant. Ernst, Miró, some early Diebenkorn sketches… exquisite things.”

“And someone helped themselves?”

Finch nodded miserably. “Three nights ago. A targeted theft. Four specific paintings taken from the gallery vault on his estate. Security systems bypassed cleanly, no forced entry. The police…” he trailed off, looking defeated. “They filed a report. Expressed professional sympathy. But between you and me, Mr. Cole, the investigation feels… stalled. Perfunctory.”

“Why? Collection insured? Maybe an inside job?”

“Oh, it’s insured, extravagantly so,” Finch waved a dismissive hand. “But Julian… Julian was eccentric. He believed certain paintings, certain artists, channeled… unusual energies. He became convinced, shortly before his death, that specific works in his collection were being targeted not just for their monetary value, but because they were being used.”

“Used how?” I asked, skepticism heavy in my voice. Channeled energies? Sounded like standard rich-guy kookiness.

Finch leaned even closer, his voice barely audible over the bar noise. “As communication channels. Dead drops. He believed certain… clandestine groups… specifically elite computer hackers… were embedding encrypted messages within the digital provenance records, or even within the physical layers of paint using advanced micro-imaging techniques, passing information under the guise of art sales and loans.”

Hackers encoding messages in Miró paintings? It sounded utterly insane. A con, maybe? Finch trying to recover stolen art by hiring muscle with a crazy story? “Doctor, that sounds…”

“Far-fetched? I know!” Finch wrung his hands. “I thought Julian was succumbing to paranoia in his final years. But the way these specific four paintings were taken… bypassing security that should have been foolproof… it suggests expertise beyond typical art thieves. And then there’s this…” He fumbled with his briefcase, pulling out a glossy photograph. It showed a section of the gallery wall where one of the paintings had hung. Scrawled almost invisibly on the wall beneath, in what looked like chalk dust, was a symbol.

My breath caught. It wasn’t exact, but the resemblance was undeniable. A stylized serpent, looping back on itself, almost consuming its tail. An Ouroboros. Not the exact Ouroboros with the electronic node I’d seen linked to Vance, but close enough to make the hairs on my neck stand up. Coincidence? Or was the syndicate involved in stealing paintings encoded with hacker messages? The bio-tech connection suddenly didn’t seem so far-fetched if they were also playing in the cyber realm.

“Who else knows about this theory? About the symbol?” I asked, my voice carefully neutral.

“No one,” Finch insisted. “I wiped the chalk mark away before the police finished their initial survey. I haven’t mentioned the encoding theory – they’d think I was mad. But I need to know if Julian was right. I need those paintings found, analyzed by experts I trust, not police labs. And I need to know who took them, and why.” He looked desperate. “The estate executors have authorized… a substantial recovery fee. And expenses. Discreetly.” He named a figure that made my eyebrows climb slightly. Enough to fix the Sea Witch properly, maybe even enough to disappear for real this time, if I chose to.

Art theft, hackers, coded messages, maybe Ouroboros lurking in the background, all playing out under the deceptively lazy Key West sun. It was bizarre, convoluted, and likely lethally dangerous. Every instinct screamed ‘walk away’.

But the Ouroboros symbol… that changed the calculation. This wasn’t just about stolen art. It was another potential thread, another piece of the puzzle I’d been chasing, or running from, since Florida Shadows blew up my life.

“Alright, Dr. Finch,” I sighed, pushing aside my skepticism, feeling the familiar resignation settle in. “Let’s say I take a preliminary look. No guarantees. Where do I start?”

Finch visibly sagged with relief. “Thank you, Mr. Cole. Thank you. Start with the Key West art scene. Julian bought and sold frequently, often through private dealers, galleries here… someone must know something about who might target those specific pieces, or who deals in… unusual artistic communication.”

The Key West art scene. Galleries, dealers, wealthy collectors, maybe hackers hiding behind canvases. Sounded like a whole new species of snake to handle. I signaled the waitress for another drink. Looked like my quiet retirement in the Keys was officially over before it even began.
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Transforming from Jack Kincaid, wary boat hermit nursing old wounds, into Robert Cole, eccentric art collector with deep pockets and questionable taste, required more than just changing shirts. It required cash – thankfully provided in a thick, untraceable bundle by the anxious Dr. Finch – and a certain amount of theatrical flair I usually reserved for deep cover infiltrations. I traded my faded fishing khakis for aggressively patterned silk shirts that screamed ‘new money trying too hard’, acquired a pair of ridiculously oversized designer sunglasses, and rented a gleaming white vintage Cadillac convertible that handled like a barge but looked undeniably like someone important, or someone trying to look important, had arrived.

My backstory, sketched out hastily, was simple: Cole made a fortune in vaguely defined ‘international commodities’ (read: could be anything from coffee beans to conflict diamonds), semi-retired, developed a sudden, passionate obsession with post-war abstract expressionism and marine landscapes, and was now looking to establish a ‘significant presence’ in the Key West market, preferably through private acquisitions, provenance be damned if the piece was right. The ‘eccentric’ part gave me license to ask stupid or probing questions; the ‘private acquisitions’ part hopefully signaled to the shadier elements that I was willing to play outside the lines.

Key West’s art scene was a strange beast, a sun-drenched Jekyl-and-Hyde affair. Along the tourist-clogged lower Duval Street, galleries hawked paintings of cartoonish fish, impossibly romanticized sunsets, and grinning pirates, sold mostly by volume to visitors wanting a splash of color to remember





























