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The port stern cleat had been broken since February.

Not broken in any dramatic way — no storm, no hard landing, no incident worth describing. The cast stainless had developed a hairline fracture in the base where it bolted to the deck, the kind of failure that happens to hardware that spends its whole life in salt air and never gets looked at. Gumbo had noticed it in February, ordered a replacement cleat in March, found the replacement cleat under the port-side bench in April, and now it was a Tuesday in late September and he was finally doing something about it.

This was, by his own accounting, a reasonable pace for a man who had once managed the logistics schedules of fourteen regional distribution centers across three time zones. The distribution centers had deadlines with consequences. The cleat had only judgment, which he could live with.

He had the old hardware off and the deck surface cleaned and the new cleat positioned and the first bolt started when his phone rang from the wheelhouse table where he’d left it next to a half-cup of cold coffee.

He let it ring. He got the second bolt started. He got the torque wrench seated on the first bolt and gave it a quarter turn and then the phone rang again, same number, same caller not leaving a message and not giving up, and he set the torque wrench on the deck and went inside.

Unknown number. 352 area code, which was Gainesville and points between.

“Malone.”

A pause that had preparation in it, the kind of pause that comes before a sentence someone has been rehearsing. Then: “Mr. Malone. My name is Clifford Mooney. I was given your number by Pete Lafontaine.”

Gumbo picked up his cold coffee and drank it anyway. Pete Lafontaine was a retired skip-tracer he’d met at the Tiki Torch fourteen months ago under circumstances that had more or less reoriented his entire professional life, and Pete had a talent for knowing people with problems and a complementary talent for knowing which problems belonged to which person. So far Pete had sent him two cases. Both had been unusual. Neither had been boring.

“What kind of problem, Mr. Mooney?”

“A theft. Three items, irreplaceable, taken from my home three weeks ago.”

“Have you reported it to the police?”

Another pause. This one had more weight. “No. That presents a difficulty I’d rather discuss in person.”

Gumbo put the coffee down and picked up the legal pad from the corner of the folding table. He wrote MOONEY, GAINESVILLE, THEFT, CANNOT CALL POLICE, in that order. He drew a box around the last item.

“What is the rate you had in mind, Mr. Mooney?”

“Pete said to offer five hundred a day. He said you’d probably take four hundred.”

Pete Lafontaine, Gumbo thought, had a detailed understanding of his financial position that Gumbo found simultaneously flattering and inconvenient. “Five hundred works,” he said. “Plus expenses.”

“Of course. Can you come to Gainesville?”

He wrote $500/DAY + EXPENSES on a fresh Post-it and pressed it to the steering wheel above the earlier one from his last case, which he’d left there for reasons he hadn’t fully examined. Two cases. Two different rates. He was either building a career or accumulating stationery.

“Tomorrow morning,” Gumbo said. “Send me the address.”

He went back to the stern and finished torquing the cleat. It held solid when he tested it, no movement, the deck sealed clean around the base. He stood and pressed his foot against it once, then twice, then decided it was done.

One thing finished. Which was more than he could say for most of the things on this boat.










He drove north the next morning with the windows down and the radio finding and losing a classic rock station out of Gainesville as the signal played hide-and-seek with the pine flatwoods.

The Ranger’s check-engine light came on at the junction of 19 and 27, as it did periodically and without apparent cause. He tapped the dashboard above the glove box in the spot that worked and it went off. The Ranger had an opinion about that particular intersection that Gumbo had learned not to investigate.

He stopped for coffee at a BP station outside Chiefland and stood at the hood drinking it while a cattle egret worked the grass median with the focused efficiency of something that had its whole morning organized. The egret caught something, swallowed it, and moved on. Gumbo drank his coffee and watched the egret and thought about what kind of person could not call the police about a theft from their own home.

The category had layers. There was the person who couldn’t call the police because the stolen items were themselves illegal. There was the person who couldn’t call the police because calling the police would reveal other things. There was the person who had simply had a previous experience with the police that made the whole enterprise seem futile. And there was the person who had all three going at once, which was the most Florida category of all.

Mooney’s address put him in a residential neighborhood west of the UF campus — the kind of streets built in the seventies for professors and faculty and left that way, the houses behind oak canopies that had grown together overhead into a tunnel of shade. Ranch-style, brick, the lawns kept up without being showy about it.

He parked at the curb and sat in the Ranger for a moment. The house had no sign of what it contained. The exterior was a careful nothing: trimmed shrubs, a concrete walkway, a storm door with a standard deadbolt. A man who had thought about visibility and made a decision.

Gumbo knocked.










Clifford Mooney opened the door and Gumbo revised his mental image in about half a second.

He’d been building toward distinguished-academic — silver hair, reading glasses on a cord, the faint formal quality of a man who spent his career in close proximity to other people’s teeth. What he got was closer to a retired ship captain who had taken up birdwatching: compact, sun-browned, eyes that moved between Gumbo and the street behind him in a single practiced sweep before the door opened fully. Mooney was seventy-one and had the posture of a man who had never stopped being careful about it.

“Mr. Malone. Thank you for coming.”

He stood back and Gumbo stepped inside and the house changed.

Or rather, the house revealed itself. From the outside it was nothing. From inside it was the geology wing of a natural history museum that happened to also have a kitchen.

Every wall of the entry hall held custom oak display cases, floor to ceiling, lit from inside with LED strips that threw a clean white light across the contents. The first case on the left held marine specimens — mosasaur teeth the length of Gumbo’s hand, the flat paddle-shaped propulsive bones of something that had moved through the Cretaceous sea that covered Florida before Florida was Florida. The case opposite held what looked like a section of articulated jaw, the teeth still seated, labeled in a small neat card: MAMMUT AMERICANUM, AUCILLA RIVER, LEVY CO., APPROX. 11,400 BP.

Gumbo stood in the entry hall and turned a slow circle.

Mooney watched him do it with the particular expression of a person who has shown this room to very few people and has stopped trying to predict their reactions.

“How long have you been collecting?”

“Nineteen years.”

“How many pieces?”

“Three hundred and twelve. Three hundred and nine, as of three weeks ago.”

They went into the living room, which had a sofa and two chairs arranged for conversation and display cases on three walls and a fourth wall that was a single built-in unit holding what Mooney introduced as the Pleistocene megafauna collection. The ice age dead, displayed behind glass. A dire wolf skull with both canines intact. A short-faced bear’s foot bones fanned out in anatomical position. A section of giant armadillo shell, the hexagonal plates still articulated. And a gap on the bottom shelf, the foam-lined empty space showing clearly where something large and significant had sat.

Mooney did not look at the gap directly. He looked near it, the way you look near a thing when looking at it directly costs something.

“Tell me what was taken,” Gumbo said.










Mooney sat in the chair nearest the window and described the three missing specimens with the precision of a man who had memorized every detail of every piece he owned and needed no notes to recall any of it.

The first: a near-complete mastodon skull, upper and lower jaws articulated, the molars intact on both sides, the lower tusks present though one had a three-inch repair from an old fracture. River-pull estimated at fourteen years, meaning it had been out of the water for fourteen years before Mooney acquired it. Purchased through a private broker for sixty-eight thousand dollars. It had occupied the bottom center of the living room display for eleven years.

The second: a dire wolf cranium, specimen quality, the sagittal crest intact and pronounced, the zygomatic arches unbroken on both sides. These didn’t come complete — Mooney said that twice. The zygomatic arches always broke in the river, always, and this one had both. Forty-one thousand dollars. He had turned down a higher offer three years ago from a buyer in Germany because he didn’t want it to leave the country.

The third: a set of articulated giant ground sloth vertebrae, six thoracic elements, the processes intact, the intervertebral cartilage petrified in place so the sequence held its original curve. Pulled from the Peace River in Hardee County. He didn’t say what he’d paid for them and Gumbo didn’t ask.

“Nothing else was touched?”

“Nothing. They walked past two hundred and fifty thousand dollars in other material without disturbing it. They knew exactly what they came for.”

Gumbo wrote the three specimens in his legal pad with their approximate values and drew a line across the page beneath them. He wrote: TARGETED. Not opportunistic. Somebody gave somebody a shopping list.

“Your alarm system.”

“Monitored. ADT. They bypassed it, not disabled it. The panel showed a normal disarm at eight forty-seven PM.”

“They had the code.”

“Yes.”

“How many people know the code?”

Mooney was quiet for a moment. “Three. Myself. My cleaning service — a company, they send different people, they share the code among staff. And my broker.”

“Your fossil broker.”

“Yes.”

The word broker sat in the room between them. Gumbo let it sit. Mooney had introduced it himself, which meant he’d already run the arithmetic and arrived at an answer he didn’t like and was waiting to see if Gumbo arrived at the same one.

“Tell me about the broker,” Gumbo said.

Mooney shifted in the chair. He was a contained man, minimal movement, and the shift was the equivalent of someone else standing up and walking around the room. “Her name is Darlene Pickett. She operates out of Palatka. I’ve worked with her for eleven years.”

“You trust her.”

“I trusted her. Which is a different thing.”

Gumbo wrote DARLENE PICKETT, PALATKA, BROKER, ALARM CODE. He looked at what he’d written. He drew a small question mark after BROKER and a larger one after ALARM CODE.

“What is the legal status of the collection, Mr. Mooney?”

A long pause. Outside, a mockingbird ran through four different songs in rapid sequence, as if demonstrating the full range of things that could be said on a subject before picking one.

“Complicated,” Mooney said.

“Felony complicated or misdemeanor complicated?”

Mooney looked at the empty space on the bottom shelf of the display case. “Vertebrate fossil material recovered from Florida state waterways,” he said, “belongs to the State of Florida under statute. Every significant specimen in this house came from a river. Ownership is a violation of that statute. Commercial transfer — buying, selling — is a felony.”

He said it with the delivery of a man who had recited this fact to himself periodically for nineteen years and made his peace with it, more or less, and was now reciting it to someone else for the first time.

“So you cannot go to the police because the police would want to know where you got a sixty-eight-thousand-dollar mastodon skull.”

“That is the difficulty, yes.”

“And the broker knew that.”

“Everyone in this market knows that. The illegality is what makes it a market. Legal specimens — the ones properly permitted, pulled from private land, documented — they are worth a fraction of these. Museums can buy them. Academics can study them. The price stays low because the supply is not constrained.”

He said it with the mild delivery of someone explaining a supply-and-demand curve, which it was. Gumbo had spent eleven years in logistics. He understood supply chains. He understood that every supply chain had friction, and that friction was either cost or profit depending on which side of it you stood on. This one just had handcuffs attached.

“I will need a full written inventory of the three pieces,” Gumbo said. “Physical descriptions, provenance as best you have it, any photographs you took.”

Mooney went to a desk in the corner and returned with a manila folder. Inside: three typed pages, one per specimen, with photographs clipped to each. He’d prepared it before Gumbo arrived. The photographs were good — multiple angles, scale reference, detail shots of the unique identifiers: the repaired tusk fracture, the intact zygomatic arches, the curve of the sloth vertebrae.

A careful man with a careful system who had been careful for nineteen years and was now sitting in a house with three gaps in his collection and no legal recourse.
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