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      Salt and Shadows

      Series: Cold Case Confessions

      

      On Oʻahu, paradise keeps its secrets—if you know where to look. Jett Marlowe, a redeemed-but-haunted cold-case investigator, returns to the island’s most buried disappearances: cases targeting gay men that powerful, “respectable” people managed to bury for decades.

      This psychological thriller is all about truth, reputation, and the consequences of silence—dark, intense, and emotionally sharp, with no gore and no sexual violence. As Jett follows the paper trails and the lies beneath the glamour, his own complicated attraction becomes both a weakness and a weapon.

      Because when the law moves too slowly, evidence isn’t the only thing that can’t stay buried—and the only way Jett survives the pressure is with the ones who fight beside him.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            The Shadow Beneath

          

        

      

    

    
      The memory came first—not as a scream, but as silence.

      The water was warm, thick with the weight of the deep, pressing in from all sides. He kicked upward, lungs burning, the surface a distant promise of light. Then—there. The hull of the boat, a dark shape cutting across the sun. Not waiting. Not searching. Already moving away.

      He broke through, gasping, salt stinging his throat. The engine’s growl faded into the horizon. No faces turned back. No hands reached down. Just the slap of waves against his mask, the slow realisation that the boat had left before they were meant to surface. Before the dive tables said it was safe. Before anyone could have known they were still down there.

      Eleven minutes early.
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      The file wasn’t just supposed to stay closed—it was supposed to stay buried.
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      The manila folder lay on my desk, its edges frayed and brittle, the tab yellowed to the colour of old teeth. The air in the precinct was thick with the usual—stale coffee, sweat, the metallic tang of overworked air conditioning—but beneath it, something else. The scent of salt, faint but insistent, like the ocean had seeped into the paper itself. My fingers hovered over it, not quite touching. Dive Incident – Kāneʻohe Bay, 1998. The letters were stiff, official, but the way they caught the fluorescent light made them look like they were breathing.

      Three weeks. That’s all that stood between me and the end of this job, between me and the quiet life I’d promised myself. Three weeks of paperwork, of handing off half-finished cases to eager rookies, of pretending I didn’t still hear the ghosts in the files. The folder’s corner dug into my palm, just sharp enough to sting. I should’ve been packing up my desk, not unearthing things that belonged in the dark.

      But the number had caught me.

      11:03.

      Scratched into the margin beside the boat’s departure time, the digits jagged, almost violent, like someone had pressed the pen so hard the ink had torn through the paper. Not a mistake. Not a misreading. A choice. Eleven minutes before the divers were meant to surface. Eleven minutes before the first panicked call crackled over the radio. Eleven minutes of nothing but the growl of an engine fading into the blue, leaving two men below—one of whom never came back up at all.

      My throat tightened. I could taste the saltwater, bitter and thick, like I’d swallowed the memory whole.

      I turned the page.

      The survivor’s statement was there, sandwiched between the coast guard’s dry notes and the boat captain’s alibi—neat, tidy, useless. Two paragraphs. That’s all they’d given him. Two paragraphs to explain how it felt to be left behind, to watch the light above you shrink to nothing, to know the air in your tank was running out and no one was coming. No blood. No body. No crime scene. Just a diver who’d made it back and a boat that had chosen to leave early. The kind of testimony that got filed under accident and forgotten, because the ocean was vast, and to some, gay men were disposable and sometimes the water just took what it wanted and no one asked why.

      The chair groaned under me as I leaned back, the springs whining like they knew this was a bad idea. Around me, the station hummed—phones ringing, keyboards clattering, the bitter, burnt smell of coffee that had been sitting too long. I should’ve passed it on. Should’ve slid it across to some fresh-faced cop with too much enthusiasm and not enough sense. Let them waste their time on a case that was already cold.

      But the case had just brushed against the back of my neck, cold and deliberate, like a finger tracing my spine.

      And I’d never been good at walking away.

      Not when it smelled this much like a lie.

      Not when the name at the bottom of the statement was Kai Pualani.

      My breath hitched. I ran my thumb over his signature, the ink faded but still sharp enough to catch on my skin. The letters were tight, precise—nothing like the loose, half-drunk scrawl I’d seen on his bar tabs or the notes he’d leave stuck to my fridge when he crashed at my place after one too many. This was the handwriting of a man who’d had to convince someone. The coast guard. The investigators. Maybe even himself. Or—worse—maybe it was the handwriting of a man who’d had to beg.

      The station noise blurred into a dull roar, the kind of white static that fills your head when the world narrows to a single point. My pulse was a slow, heavy thud in my throat, like the bassline of a song I couldn’t shake.

      Eleven minutes.

      Kai had never talked about it. Not in all the years I’d known him—not in the slurred, 3 a.m. confessions when the whiskey made his guard slip, not in the way his hands would lock up when the waves got too loud. He’d laugh off the nightmares, call me paranoid when I pushed. But I’d seen the way his eyes would go dark when the tide rolled in, the way his fingers would twitch like he was still reaching for a surface that wasn’t there. I’d seen the way he’d flinch if a door slammed too hard, like the sound was a gunshot echoing through water.

      And now here it was. The proof. The answer.

      The file wasn’t just a ghost.

      It was a debt.

      I snapped it shut before I could think twice, the sound sharp enough to make the new kid at the next desk jump. His wide-eyed glance slid off me like I was already gone.

      Because I was.

      Retirement could wait.

      Kai couldn’t.

      I stood, the chair scraping against the linoleum, and tucked the folder under my arm. The weight of it was familiar, like the press of a dive knife against my thigh. The station blurred around me, the faces of my colleagues reduced to smudges of colour, their voices muffled as if I were already underwater, descending into the dark.

      I didn’t look back.

      I never did.
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            The Survivor Who Wasn’t Believed

          

        

      

    

    
      The diver wasn’t hard to track down—not when you knew where to look. A name buried in the yellowed pages of old case files, the ink faded like the memory of justice, like the way a man’s voice softens when he’s been silent too long. The paper had smelled of damp and neglect, the kind of musty decay that clings to things left untouched in basements or locked drawers. I’d traced my fingers over the letters, feeling the faint impression of the typewriter’s strike, wondering if the clerk who’d filed it had ever suspected what they were really recording. If they’d ever paused, pen hovering, and thought, This doesn’t add up.

      The coastal town was exactly as I’d imagined—small, forgotten, the kind of place where the air hung thick with salt and the waves still whispered secrets against the shore. The kind of place where men came to disappear, either by choice or by force. The road in had been lined with overgrown hau bushes, their white flowers wilting in the heat, their scent cloying, sickly-sweet, like something rotting beneath the perfume. My rental car had kicked up dust that clung to my skin, gritty and invasive, a reminder that some things never really wash off.

      I found him on a weathered lanai, the wood groaning underfoot like an old man’s bones. The sound was almost human, a low, creaking sigh that made me wonder how many other men had stood here, their weight pressing into the planks, their secrets sinking into the grain. The house itself was a relic—peeling paint, rusted screens, the kind of place that had once been loved and had since been left to the mercy of the elements. The kind of place that suited a man who didn’t want to be found.

      His back was turned to the ocean, shoulders hunched as if bracing against the weight of something unseen. Not the wind—it was too warm for that, too gentle as it ruffled the edges of his faded aloha shirt. No, this was the posture of a man carrying a burden, the kind that settles into the muscles, the kind that makes you flinch at sudden noises even when you’re alone. The years had carved deep lines into his face, but his hands—still rough from salt and rope, the knuckles cracked and calloused—betrayed the man he’d once been. The kind of hands that had pulled men from the water, or maybe pushed them under. The kind of hands that knew the difference between a struggle and a surrender.

      I stopped just behind him, close enough to catch the scent of stale coffee and brine clinging to the air, mingling with the faint, acrid tang of old sweat. It was the smell of a man who’d given up on pretending, who no longer bothered with soap or cologne or any of the other lies people use
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