
C Lowry

High Tide Homicide a quirky weird Florida mystery





  

  Copyright © 2025 by C Lowry


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 30
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Gumbo Malone cracked one eye open and immediately regretted the decision. Sunshine, that sadistic Florida bully, had found the one gap in his bamboo blinds and aimed a precision laser of hangover-intensifying brightness directly at his face. A squadron of miniature jackhammer operators had apparently taken up residence in his frontal lobe during the night, working overtime with union-violating enthusiasm.

“Unnghhh,” he articulated eloquently to the empty stilthouse.

The clock on his nightstand—shaped like a pelican swallowing a fish that perpetually refused to go down—read 10:17. AM or PM was anyone’s guess, though the punishing sunshine suggested the former. Three empty bottles of Captain Morgan’s stood in accusatory formation on his coffee table, surrounded by the scattered remains of last night’s case files.

Gumbo rolled onto his side and was promptly punished by a wave of nausea that could have qualified as a minor tropical depression. His stilthouse swayed slightly with the morning tide, a charming feature when sober and a vomit-inducing nightmare when pickled in rum.

“Never again,” he promised the ceiling fan, which continued its lazy rotations with complete indifference to his suffering. It was a promise he’d made approximately 147 times in the past three years, each one honored with the same reverence as a politician’s campaign pledge.

The stilthouse had been his home since his dramatic exit from corporate America—an exit that involved telling his boss to perform anatomically impossible acts with the quarterly earnings report. Perched on weathered pilings ten feet above the capricious waters of Tampa Bay, the ramshackle structure had survived three hurricanes, seventeen tropical storms, and one particularly enthusiastic bachelor party involving fireworks and a misplaced tiki torch.

Last month’s freak storm had nearly ended its winning streak, ripping away part of the deck and flooding the kitchen. The repairs had been completed yesterday—hence the celebration that currently felt like a fatal error in judgment.

Gumbo’s phone erupted in a jaunty steel drum rendition of “Margaritaville,” causing him to flinch as if physically struck.

“This better involve either imminent death or free breakfast,” he growled into the receiver.

“Good morning to you too, sunshine,” came the cheerful voice of Ellie Hightower, his business partner and the only person he knew who actually enjoyed mornings. “I take it the ‘grand reopening’ of Casa de Malone went well?”

“If by ‘well’ you mean ‘I may have permanently damaged vital organs,’ then yes, spectacularly.”

“Hydrate, sweetie. You sound like you’ve been gargling with industrial sandpaper.”

Gumbo fumbled for the water bottle he kept bedside and took a desperate gulp. “You calling just to enjoy my misery, or is there actual business?”

“Always business with you. Never ‘How are you, Ellie?’ or ‘How’s that online accounting course going, Ellie?’” She affected a wounded tone that didn’t fool him for a second.

“How’s that online accounting course going, Ellie?” he parroted dutifully.

“Fascinating, actually. Did you know there are seventeen different ways to depreciate a fishing boat for tax purposes? But that’s not why I called.” Her voice shifted to what Gumbo had come to think of as her “accountant mode”—precise and slightly smug. “We need to talk expansion. The P.I. business is booming, my coffee shop can run itself, and frankly, I’m tired of converting my storage closet into a conference room every time we meet a client.”

Gumbo squinted at the ceiling, trying to focus his thoughts through the rum fog. “Expansion? We’ve been partners for exactly three months.”

“Three successful months! The embezzling dolphin trainer case alone paid for—”

A sharp knock at the door cut her off. Gumbo groaned. “Hold that thought. Someone’s at the door, which is weird because nobody knows I’m conscious yet.”

He stumbled across the living room, narrowly avoiding a collision with his secondhand coffee table—allegedly once owned by a Seminole chief, according to the suspiciously enthusiastic flea market vendor. The floorboards creaked ominously beneath his feet, still not quite settled after the repairs.

Throwing open the door with more force than intended, Gumbo found himself staring at… nothing. Then he adjusted his gaze downward to discover a FedEx delivery person who barely cleared five feet, clipboard extended like a shield.

“Daniel Malone?” the courier asked, clearly unimpressed by the disheveled specimen before him.

“The very same,” Gumbo confirmed, accepting the clipboard and scrawling something that resembled a signature the way a child’s drawing resembles fine art.

The courier handed over a padded envelope, muttered something that might have been “have a nice day” or possibly “you look like roadkill,” and departed with the alacrity of someone who delivered packages in Florida in August professionally.

“Package,” Gumbo reported back into the phone as he retreated into the blessed dimness of his living room.

“Ooh, mysterious! Open it!” Ellie’s voice crackled with the enthusiasm of someone not battling apocalyptic hangover symptoms.

Gumbo squinted at the sender information: “C. Blackwood, Tampa.” The name meant nothing to him. With the surgical precision of a man whose motor skills were operating at approximately 60% capacity, he tore open the envelope and upended its contents onto the coffee table.

Out tumbled a newspaper clipping, an unmarked USB drive, and a check that made Gumbo’s bloodshot eyes widen to potentially dangerous proportions.

“Holy mother of—”

“What? What is it?” Ellie demanded.

“A retainer check for twenty thousand dollars,” Gumbo whispered, as if speaking too loudly might cause the check to vanish. He picked up the newspaper clipping: “Tampa Tech Tycoon Found Dead in Home Aquarium.”

“Read it to me,” Ellie commanded, curiosity sharpening her voice.

Gumbo cleared his throat, which felt like sandpaper rubbing against more sandpaper. “‘Maxwell Blackwood, 53, founder and CEO of AquaSolutions, was found dead in his home on Tuesday evening. Initial reports suggest Blackwood drowned in his custom 500-gallon saltwater aquarium. Police are investigating potential foul play as the security system was disabled and several rare fish specimens were missing from the tank. His wife, Cordelia Blackwood, discovered the body upon returning from a charity event.’”

“Cordelia Blackwood,” Ellie repeated. “As in C. Blackwood? As in your mysterious check writer?”

“Appears so.” Gumbo examined the USB drive cautiously, as if it might contain digital anthrax. “She also included this.”

“Don’t plug unknown devices into your computer,” Ellie said automatically. “Basic cybersecurity, Gumbo. Have the data extracted professionally.”

“Yes, Mom.” A flash of movement outside the window caught Gumbo’s attention. A massive brown pelican—distinguishable from all other brown pelicans by the jagged scar across its left wing—had landed on his newly rebuilt deck railing. Old Scarback, the unofficial mascot of his little stretch of Tampa Bay, regarded him with ancient, unblinking eyes.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Gumbo muttered.

“What now?” Ellie asked.

“Scarback’s here. Every time that bird shows up, my life gets complicated.”

“It’s a bird, not an omen,” Ellie said, practical as always. “Though your new client sounds interesting. Wealthy widow, suspicious drowning, missing exotic fish? It’s like someone designed a case specifically for your weird expertise intersection.”

“I haven’t taken the case yet,” Gumbo pointed out, though they both knew the check had essentially made that decision for him.

“Sure you haven’t,” Ellie replied, sarcasm dripping from each syllable. “Listen, about the expansion—”

Gumbo’s other line buzzed. Unknown number. “Hold that thought again. Another call coming in.”

“Fine, but we’re discussing office space later!” Ellie disconnected before he could argue.

Gumbo switched lines, suppressing a groan as the movement sent a fresh wave of pain through his temples. “Malone Investigations,” he answered, attempting to sound professional rather than recently disinterred.

“Mr. Malone.” The voice was female, cultured, with the faintest trace of a Southern accent buried beneath years of careful grooming. “Cordelia Blackwood. I believe you received my package.”

“Just this moment, Mrs. Blackwood.” He straightened instinctively, as if she could see him through the phone. “I was about to call you to discuss—”

“No time,” she interrupted smoothly. “My driver will collect you in thirty minutes. Pack overnight essentials. We’ll be staying at my Tampa residence while you investigate my husband’s murder.”

“Whoa, hold on.” Gumbo’s investigative instincts cut through the hangover fog. “The article says drowning, possibly foul play. You’re saying murder?”

A momentary silence. When Cordelia spoke again, her voice had dropped an octave, like velvet wrapped around steel. “My husband was a strong swimmer who installed panic buttons inside his aquarium specifically because he often swam with his fish. The medical examiner found puncture wounds consistent with lionfish spines. And someone took only the endangered species worth six figures each on the black market, leaving behind the common specimens.”

Gumbo whistled softly. “The police—”

“Are focusing on me, naturally. The grieving widow is always suspect number one.” Her laugh was brittle as thin ice. “I need someone without preconceptions, Mr. Malone. Your reputation suggests you see patterns others miss.”

“My reputation?” He glanced around his shambles of a living room, wondering what reputation she could possibly be referring to.

“The Sarasota smuggling ring case. The missing manatee researcher. Detective Hastings speaks highly of your… unconventional methods.”

Linda Hastings. Of course. His former classmate had a persistent habit of referring cases his way—usually the weird ones that made other investigators back away slowly.

“Thirty minutes isn’t much notice,” Gumbo hedged, mentally calculating how quickly he could shower, pack, and consume enough coffee to resurrect his basic cognitive functions.

“The retainer should compensate for the inconvenience.” Her tone suggested further negotiation would be pointless. “Black Escalade, driver named Marcus. And Mr. Malone? Bring swimming trunks. My husband’s aquarium might still hold answers.”

The line went dead. Gumbo stared at his phone, then at Old Scarback, who tilted his head in what looked suspiciously like knowing amusement.

“Don’t start,” Gumbo told the bird.

He shuffled toward the shower, mind already cycling through the possibilities. A tech CEO dead in his own fish tank. Exotic marine specimens stolen. A wealthy widow with perfect timing and a conveniently large retainer.

Nothing good ever came from cases involving the ultra-wealthy—his corporate career had taught him that much. But nothing interesting ever came from playing it safe, and Danny “Gumbo” Malone had left safe behind along with his corner office and company health insurance.

Twenty minutes later, showered and marginally more alive, Gumbo stood on his deck with an overnight bag and a thermos of coffee strong enough to qualify as a controlled substance. Old Scarback remained on the railing, watching with beady-eyed interest.

“Well?” Gumbo asked the bird. “Any sage advice before I dive into this particular alligator pit?”

The pelican stretched its enormous wings, revealing the full extent of the scar that had earned him his name, then launched into the sky with surprising grace for a creature that resembled a flying dinosaur with a storage pouch.

“Yeah,” Gumbo muttered, watching the bird disappear toward Tampa. “That’s what I thought you’d say.”








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Gumbo navigated his ancient Jeep through Tampa’s lunch hour traffic, the vehicle’s suspension creaking in morse code messages that roughly translated to “retirement plan.” The restaurant where Cordelia Blackwood had arranged their meeting stuck out among the glass-and-steel corporate towers like a circus clown at a funeral.

“Felonious Feasts” occupied a converted bail bondsman’s office. Its exterior featured garish murals of Florida’s most notorious criminals caught mid-bite with various seafood dishes. The hostess, dressed in an orange jumpsuit with “DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS” bedazzled across the back, led Gumbo to a corner booth beneath a portrait of Ted Bundy enthusiastically devouring coconut shrimp.

“Mrs. Blackwood is waiting,” she informed him, gesturing with a plastic nightstick.

Cordelia Blackwood didn’t so much occupy the booth as command it. Her posture suggested finishing school and her eyes suggested finishing witnesses. She wore a crimson dress that matched her fingernails, lips, and the signature cocktail sitting untouched before her.

“Mr. Malone,” she said, her voice carrying the precise blend of honey and arsenic. “Punctuality. How refreshing.”

“Traffic was cooperative for once,” Gumbo replied, sliding into the booth. “Usually I-275 is where hope goes to die around lunchtime.”

A waiter appeared, costumed as Machine Gun Kelly—not the rapper, but the original gangster, complete with a Tommy gun water pistol holstered at his hip. “Today’s special is our Ted Bundy Burger. It looks innocent at first, but it’ll kill ya with flavor.”

“Just coffee,” Gumbo said. “Black as the allegations against your client.”

Cordelia’s smile never reached her eyes. “Charming. I can see why my retainer appealed to you.”

When the waiter departed, Gumbo leaned forward. “Let’s start with the basics. The police say you fed your husband to his prize lionfish. Care to elaborate?”

“Such crass simplification,” Cordelia sighed, running a manicured finger around the rim of her glass. “Maxwell wasn’t fed to anything. He was found floating face-down in his ridiculous aquarium with lionfish spines in his neck. The police, with their characteristic imagination, decided I must have extracted the venom and injected him before pushing him into the tank.”

“Did you?”

“Of course not. If I wanted Maxwell dead, I’d have employed something far less traceable than dendrotoxin from a fish he imported illegally. Tetrodotoxin from properly prepared fugu would leave no discernible markers if administered gradually.”

Gumbo blinked. “That’s… oddly specific knowledge for someone claiming innocence.”

“I’m a marine biology doctoral candidate. My thesis focused on bioactive compounds in invasive aquatic species.” She took a delicate sip of her cocktail. “Knowledge doesn’t equal guilt, Mr. Malone.”

The waiter returned with Gumbo’s coffee in a mug shaped like an electric chair.

“Why hire me? Don’t you have attorneys? Plural, I’m guessing.”

“Attorneys establish legal innocence. I need someone to establish actual innocence. The police have already decided I’m guilty. The narrative is too perfect—vengeful wife kills tech mogul husband in ironic fashion using his own prized possessions.”

“And what’s the real narrative?”

Cordelia’s eyes flashed. “Someone wanted Maxwell dead and me in prison. Two birds, one lionfish.”

A busboy dressed as the Florida highway cannibal crash-cleared the neighboring table, sending flatware clattering to the floor.

“Let’s discuss evidence,” Gumbo said. “The prosecution claims you had means, motive, and opportunity. Means: access to the fish and knowledge of toxins. Motive: his rumored affairs and the recent change to his will. Opportunity: you were home alone with him that night.”

“Partially correct. I did have knowledge and access, but so did his assistant, his research team, and the specialized aquarium maintenance crew. As for motive, the will change wasn’t impoverishing me—it only directed his patents elsewhere. I retain half his fortune regardless.”

“And opportunity?”

“I was home, but not alone with Maxwell. I was on a video call with my conservation group board from 7:30 to 9:15. Maxwell was alive at 7:15 when he brought me tea. The medical examiner places death between 8:00 and 8:30.”

Gumbo’s skepticism must have shown on his face because Cordelia leaned forward, her perfume smelling vaguely of expensive trouble.

“You don’t believe me.”

“I’m reserving judgment,” Gumbo replied. “But someone went to considerable effort to extract lionfish venom and inject your husband with it before introducing him to the aquarium. That suggests planning, expertise, and intimate knowledge of both his schedule and security system.”

“All of which I supposedly possess.” Cordelia’s smile was frost on a window. “Along with at least six other people who had unlimited access to our home.”

Gumbo studied her. Most murder suspects fidgeted, avoided eye contact, or over-explained. Cordelia sat perfectly still, her gaze unwavering.

“Why should I believe you?”

“You shouldn’t, immediately. That would make you a poor investigator. But consider this: if I planned to murder my husband, would I choose the most obvious method that immediately incriminates me? I graduated summa cum laude in biochemistry before my marine biology work. I could have made him disappear with substances that would never appear on a tox screen.”

“Unless you wanted everyone to think exactly that—that you’re too smart to be so obvious.”

Cordelia’s laugh was genuine, startling against the themed restaurant’s cacophony.

“Double-reverse psychology? How delightful.” She pushed a folder across the table. “Here’s everything the police have. My attorneys obtained it through discovery. Find who killed Maxwell, Mr. Malone. Before I’m convicted for being inconveniently knowledgeable about fish poison.”

As Gumbo opened the folder, he couldn’t shake the feeling that hiring him was either the act of a desperate innocent woman or the cleverest guilty one he’d ever met.




I’ve reviewed the documents you provided, which include a 30-chapter outline for “Deadline in Paradise: A Gumbo Malone Mystery” and sample chapters from what appears to be another Gumbo Malone mystery. Based on this material, I’ll write Chapter 3: “The Glass House” following your guidelines for a quirky Florida mystery in Tim Dorsey’s style.
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Gumbo Malone drove his ancient Jeep Wrangler down the winding private road leading to what the locals had dubbed “The Fishbowl.” The modernist glass mansion perched on a Tampa Bay promontory like an alien spacecraft that had decided Florida’s particular brand of weirdness was worth closer study. Morning sunlight bounced off its countless surfaces, creating a lighthouse effect that probably blinded passing boat captains and confused migrating birds for miles.

“Turn right to reach destination,” announced his GPS in that suspiciously cheerful voice that made Gumbo wonder if it was secretly enjoying leading him into increasingly bizarre situations.

“I can see it, Matilda,” Gumbo replied to the device he’d named after an ex-girlfriend who also had a habit of telling him where to go. “It’s the only building around that looks like it was designed by someone who watched too much Star Trek while high on bath salts.”

The Blackwood estate’s front gate featured an elaborate “B” worked into the wrought iron that probably cost more than Gumbo’s entire stilthouse. He pressed the intercom button and waited, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel to the rhythm of Jimmy Buffett’s “A Pirate Looks at Forty.”

“State your business,” crackled a voice that managed to convey both boredom and menace.

“Danny Malone. Private investigator. Mrs. Blackwood is expecting me.”

A pause. “One moment.”

The gates parted with the silent efficiency of a well-paid attorney making space at a buffet table. Gumbo drove through, following a paved driveway lined with palm trees imported from six different continents, according to the brochure Cordelia had provided. Each tree had its own dedicated lighting system and—bizarrely—what appeared to be a small speaker embedded in its base.

“Tree surround sound. Maxwell insisted the palms needed their own musical stimulation,” explained a voice as Gumbo parked. Jarvis, the house manager, stood beside the Jeep with the stiff posture of someone who had a rulebook permanently lodged somewhere uncomfortable. His perfectly pressed linen suit was so white it made fresh typing paper look dingy. “Mrs. Blackwood is detained on a call but asked me to show you the premises, particularly the… incident location.”

“The murder scene,” Gumbo corrected.

Jarvis flinched as if Gumbo had belched at a royal dinner. “We prefer ‘incident location’ until officially proven otherwise.”

“And I prefer rum that doesn’t come with a cartoon pirate on the label, but sometimes we have to face reality,” Gumbo replied, grabbing his weathered leather satchel from the passenger seat. “Lead on, Jeeves.”

“It’s Jarvis.”

“I know.”

The front entrance featured two doors made entirely of glass so clear that Gumbo nearly walked face-first into them. Only Jarvis’s quick intervention—a smoothly practiced move suggesting this happened frequently—prevented a collision.

“Smart glass,” Jarvis explained, touching a nearly invisible panel. The doors slid apart with a pneumatic whisper. “The entire house is controlled by AIDA.”

“Aida?”

“Artificially Intelligent Domestic Assistant. Mr. Blackwood’s own creation. She runs everything from climate control to security. A quantum leap beyond those grocery list gadgets the masses keep in their kitchen.”

“Does she make coffee?” Gumbo asked hopefully.

Jarvis’s expression suggested Gumbo had asked if the Mona Lisa could open beer bottles. “AIDA curates a bespoke coffee experience based on individual biometric readings, atmospheric conditions, and your circadian rhythm.”

“So… that’s a yes?”

The interior of the mansion was a shrine to minimalism and money, vast white spaces punctuated by art installations that looked like industrial accidents being passed off as profound statements. A spiral staircase curved through the center of the main hall without visible means of support.

“Cantilevered carbon fiber core with transparent polymer coating,” Jarvis offered, noticing Gumbo’s hesitation to step onto what appeared to be floating glass. “It could support an elephant.”

“That’s reassuring,” Gumbo muttered, testing the first step with his boot. “Because nothing says ‘Florida luxury’ like pachyderm-ready infrastructure.”

The house hummed with invisible technology. Motion-activated lights preceded them down hallways. Temperature and humidity shifted subtly as they moved between spaces. Musical notes—different in each room—played softly from hidden speakers. In a state where most technological innovations involved increasingly creative ways to shoot beer cans or avoid alimony payments, the Blackwood mansion was from another dimension entirely.

“And this,” Jarvis announced with the gravity of a museum curator approaching a prized exhibit, “is the aquarium room.”

The space opened before them, a circular chamber occupying the entire eastern wing of the mansion. Floor-to-ceiling glass tanks formed the walls, each containing its own carefully constructed marine ecosystem. Recessed lighting shifted between colors, creating an otherworldly effect. In one tank, a living coral reef pulsed with activity. In another, sea horses drifted through swaying vegetation like drunk cowboys at last call.

“Maxwell’s pride and joy,” Jarvis said softly. “Twenty-three distinct aquatic environments, maintained at optimal conditions by dedicated systems. AIDA monitors water chemistry, feeding schedules, lighting cycles—everything.”

Gumbo approached the largest tank, which now stood empty except for elaborate rock formations and gently swaying anemones. Yellow police tape formed an incongruous X across its front.

“The lionfish tank,” he stated rather than asked.

Jarvis nodded. “Mr. Blackwood was found here, his hand in the water. The medical examiner determined the cause of death to be acute neurotoxic poisoning consistent with Pterois venom.”

“That’s one hell of a coincidence.” Gumbo leaned closer to the glass. “Dying from lionfish venom while reaching into your lionfish tank. Almost like slipping on a banana peel in a monkey enclosure.”

“The specimens have been removed for evidence,” Jarvis said, his voice betraying a hint of genuine emotion for the first time. “They were quite remarkable. Pterois miles, the Devil Firefish. A particularly venomous variety.”

Gumbo circled the empty tank slowly. “I notice there’s no camera coverage of this specific tank. Odd, in a house where I assume even the toilet paper orientation is monitored.”

“Mr. Blackwood valued privacy in certain aspects of his collection,” Jarvis replied with the careful precision of someone navigating verbal landmines.

“What aspects might those be?”

“I wouldn’t presume to speculate on my employer’s motivations.”

“Let me help you out, then.” Gumbo gestured to several smaller tanks. “Because those don’t look like the kind of fish you’d find at PetSmart. In fact, that one there—that’s a Blue Tang, isn’t it? And that spotted fellow… that’s a Black Spotted Puffer. Both on Florida’s prohibited species list.”

A muscle twitched in Jarvis’s jaw. “Mr. Blackwood had special permits.”

“I bet he did. Just like I bet some of these tanks have false backs and hidden compartments.” Gumbo tapped the glass of a particularly elaborate setup featuring a miniature shipwreck. “Fish smuggling’s big business in Florida. Especially for collectors willing to pay premium prices for restricted species.”

“You’re making unfounded accusations about a deceased man who can’t defend himself,” Jarvis said stiffly.

“I’m observing. That’s what I do.” Gumbo turned his attention to a sleek control panel embedded in a pedestal at the center of the room. “This is where AIDA controls everything, I assume? The all-seeing eye of the fish kingdom?”

“AIDA’s primary interface for the aquatic environments, yes.”

Gumbo’s finger hovered over the control panel. “And yet, somehow, this super-smart system didn’t record the exact moment when Maxwell Blackwood decided to stick his hand into a tank full of one of the ocean’s most venomous fish? Didn’t flag any unusual activity? Didn’t call for help when its creator was dying on this very expensive floor?”

“AIDA experienced an unexpected system interruption during the… incident.” Jarvis’s face had assumed the blank expression of someone trying very hard not to say the wrong thing. “Seventeen minutes of complete shutdown. Most unprecedented.”

“Most convenient, you mean.” Gumbo reached into his satchel and pulled out a small device resembling a TV remote with added antennas and blinking lights—equipment that looked important but was actually an old karaoke controller he’d modified for exactly this purpose. People tended to get nervous around technology they didn’t understand. “I’m going to scan for electromagnetic anomalies. Standard procedure.”

Jarvis looked alarmed. “I’m not authorized to allow—”

“Mrs. Blackwood authorized me to conduct a complete investigation.” Gumbo waved the device around the room in elaborate patterns, making note of how Jarvis’s eyes followed specific movements with particular anxiety. “Interesting readings over here. Very interesting.”

“What exactly are you detecting?” Jarvis asked, unable to conceal his concern.

“Signal interference patterns consistent with a high-grade electronic suppression device.” Gumbo was making this up entirely, but decades in corporate America had taught him that confident technobabble was indistinguishable from actual expertise to the uninitiated. “Someone used a professional-grade jammer to create that seventeen-minute window. Not the kind of equipment your average Floridian keeps next to their gator repellent.”

A discreet cough from the doorway interrupted them. Cordelia Blackwood stood there, a vision in black that suggested mourning designed by someone who understood the importance of flattering silhouettes in times of grief.

“I see you’ve met Jarvis,” she said, her voice carrying the precise upper-class accent that cost her parents six figures in boarding school tuition. “I hope he’s been helpful.”

“Tremendously,” Gumbo replied, slipping his fake scanner back into his satchel. “We were just discussing your husband’s interesting taste in aquatic life.”

“Maxwell was passionate about marine conservation,” Cordelia said smoothly. “His collection allowed him to study threatened species up close.”

“Including species threatened by import restrictions?”

A smile flickered across her face so quickly Gumbo almost missed it. “My husband had many interests that occasionally… bumped against bureaucratic limitations. He preferred to ask forgiveness rather than permission.”

“A quality that apparently ran out of luck.”

“Apparently so.” Cordelia turned to Jarvis. “That will be all for now. Mr. Malone and I have matters to discuss.”

The house manager nodded stiffly and departed, his footsteps soundless on the polished floor.

“Does he always walk like he’s smuggling a broom?” Gumbo asked.

“Jarvis has been with the household for fifteen years. His discretion is absolute.” She gestured for Gumbo to follow her. “Come. I’ll show you Maxwell’s study. If you want to understand the man, that’s where you’ll find his essence.”

As they walked, Gumbo noticed a small red light blinking on one of the aquarium control panels—a warning light that hadn’t been active during his conversation with Jarvis. Something had changed when Cordelia entered the room. Something was happening behind the scenes in this glass house of secrets, and Gumbo had the distinct feeling he was now swimming with predators far more dangerous than any lionfish.















