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      Private Investigator in Paradise – 6‑Book Bundle

      By Regina Upfield

      Six mm stories. One gay, private investigator.

      And a paradise where nothing stays buried.

      When a former city investigator relocates to a tropical island, he expects sun, salt air, and quieter cases. What he finds instead is deception beneath palm trees, secrets wrapped in luxury, and men who are as dangerous as they are irresistible.

      From cold cases that refuse to stay buried to present-day threats hiding behind wealth and power, each investigation pulls him deeper into a world where desire and danger walk side by side.

      Trust is fragile.

      Attraction is complicated.

      And in paradise, everyone has something to lose.

      This six‑book collection blends romantic suspense, emotional MM relationships, atmospheric island noir, and heat that burns long after the case is closed.

      For readers who enjoy:

      •	Gay romantic suspense

      •	Private investigator mysteries

      •	Tropical noir settings

      •	Slow-burn relationships with intensity

      •	High-stakes investigations with emotional depth

      Private Investigator in Paradise brings together all six stories in one complete collection.
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            MM psychological thrillers

          

        

      

    

    
      Regina Upfield is an author of addictive MM psychological thrillers and seductive, steamy romantic suspense set in intimate gay communities where secrets don't stay buried—especially not on paradise. When the island goes quiet, the truth gets louder.

      Her stories follow beloved, morally gray heroes who want justice… and sometimes must choose between doing it perfectly and doing it right. Expect cold-case pressure, manipulation behind closed doors, wealth and respectability masking cruelty, and romance that's consensual, complicated, and emotionally grounded—always without gore or explicit sexual content.

      Readers come for the suspense, stay for the found-LGBTQ family community, the psychological edge, and the hard-won satisfaction of villains who thought they were untouchable.
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      Somewhere on Oʻahu, paradise has a shadow—and Jett Marlowe knows exactly where it hides. Once a man who harmed others, he now uses his razor mind to reopen cold cases targeting gay men erased by wealthy, “respectable” women with perfect smiles.

      This is a psychological thriller where the stakes are truth, reputation, and consequences—no gore, no sexual violence—only obsession, secrets, and justice that gets messy when the law isn’t fast enough. And when Jett’s own desires threaten to crack his control, the only way forward is together—because love, like evidence, can’t be buried forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            A Reckoning

          

        

      

    

    
      The trade winds howled like vengeful spirits across the cliffside road, their force unrelenting, whipping the scent of salt and decay straight into my lungs. I exhaled sharply, the taste of the Pacific bitter on my tongue, but beneath it—something else. A metallic tang, like the ghost of old blood, or maybe just the weight of what I knew was coming. My fingers tightened around the binoculars, the cold metal biting into my skin as I braced against the hood of the rental car. Below me, the Kailua Bay Preservation Society’s gala unfolded like a grotesque ballet, all pristine white tents and golden laughter, a performance so polished it made my teeth ache.

      The estate sprawled beneath me, a manicured paradise where money whispered and power dressed in aloha prints. Men in tailored linen shirts clinked glasses with women draped in jewels that cost more than most families earned in a decade. They moved in slow, deliberate circles, their smiles sharp as knives, their laughter a chorus of carefully practiced notes. And at the center of it all—her.

      Margaret Sinclair-Chen.

      Even from this distance, she dominated the scene, a queen holding court in cream silk, her silver hair coiled into something elegant and untouchable. The wind tugged at the hem of her muumuu, but she stood firm, her posture unyielding, as if the very island bent to her will. She was preparing to speak. I knew the script by heart—the same hollow words about conservation, about legacy, about protecting Hawaii’s future. Fifteen years of the same performance, delivered with the same serene conviction, while the real truth rotted beneath the surface.

      My stomach twisted.

      Three months ago, Tommy Nakamura had vanished from a Waikiki bar, his night of dancing and drinks turning into something far darker. He’d been found at dawn, stumbling along the shore, blood crusted in his hair, his pupils blown with terror. And who had been there to rescue him? Margaret, of course. The sainted matriarch, the Good Samaritan, the woman who just happened to be in the right place at the right time. She’d driven him to Queen’s herself, her hands steady on the wheel, her reputation untouchable.

      No one had asked why a boy like Tommy—vibrant, reckless, alive—had been left broken on the sand.

      No one ever did.

      I lowered the binoculars, pressing the heels of my hands into my eyes until stars burst behind my lids. The guilt was a living thing, clawing up my throat, just like it had for the past eighteen months. Before I’d become a cold case investigator, before I’d started digging into the graves the system had tried to bury, I’d been Detective Jett Marlowe of the Honolulu Police Department. And I’d been part of the machine that chewed up men like Tommy and spat out their bones.

      I’d taken their statements—shaky voices, trembling hands, the stink of fear clinging to their skin—and I’d watched as those statements disappeared into filing cabinets, labeled insufficient. I’d written reports that vanished overnight, as if the ink itself had been erased. I’d stood by while cases involving gay men—especially gay men—were shuffled to the bottom of the pile, while the powerful men who hurt them walked free, their names never sullied, their reputations intact.

      And I’d told myself it wasn’t my fault.

      That I was just following orders.

      That I was just doing my job.

      But the lie had curdled in my gut long before David Santos walked into my life.

      David. Twenty-two, with a face like a fallen angel and eyes that had seen too much. He’d come to me with bruises blooming like rot on his wrists, his voice a raw, broken thing as he described the parties—the private parties—where men in expensive suits slipped drugs into drinks and laughed while boys like him woke up in strange beds, their memories in tatters. He’d trusted me. He’d begged me to listen.

      And I had.

      Then I’d watched my captain crush the case beneath his boot heel, dismissing it with a smirk and a muttered “Not enough evidence.”

      That was the night something inside me snapped.

      The night I stopped being a cop and started being something else.

      Something hungrier.

      I exhaled slowly, my breath fogging the windshield as I forced my hands to unclench. Down below, Margaret raised a flute of champagne, her smile radiant, her audience enraptured. She was untouchable.

      But not for long.

      I reached into the glove compartment, my fingers brushing against the cold weight of the file I’d brought with me. Tommy’s name was on the top, his photo paper-clipped to the first page—young, grinning, alive. Beneath it, a list of others. Boys who’d gone missing. Boys who’d turned up changed. Boys who’d never turned up at all.

      And every single one of them had crossed paths with Margaret Sinclair-Chen.

      The wind screamed again, as if the island itself was warning me.

      I wasn’t here to watch.

      I was here to burn it all down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Ghosts of the Past

          

        

      

    

    
      The binoculars bit into the ridge of my brow, their cold metal pressing harder as I twisted the focus ring. My pulse wasn’t racing from the altitude or the wind—it was the sight below that had my blood humming in my throat like a live wire. The Sinclair estate sprawled beneath me, a monstrous thing draped in gold and glass, all glittering teeth and manicured claws. Behind me, the Kailua cliffs stood silent, ancient, while the Pacific hurled itself against the rocks with a violence that felt less like nature and more like a warning.

      I exhaled through my nose, the salt air sharp with something fouler beneath the perfume and champagne. Fifteen years of cold cases had honed my instincts to a knife’s edge, and right now, that blade was pressed against my ribs, whispering: Wrong. Deliberate.

      The white tents billowed in the trade winds, their edges gilded by the dying sun. Women in silk and diamonds laughed too loudly, their voices carrying up the cliffside like the chime of crystal—bright, brittle, false. Men in tailored suits moved among them, some with wives clinging to their arms, others with younger companions whose smiles never quite reached their eyes. The auction tables groaned under the weight of obscenity: a private jet charter to Monaco, a week in a Tuscan villa, a diamond-encrusted watch that could’ve fed a family for a decade. All of it wrapped in the sickly sweet veneer of charity.

      Respectable.

      I adjusted the lenses again, my fingers tight around the binoculars. There she was—Margaret Sinclair, the silver-haired queen at the heart of it all. Seventy-three, with a spine like reinforced steel and a smile that never wavered, no matter how many bodies were buried in her wake. Tonight, she wore emeralds at her throat, their green fire catching the light every time she tilted her head just so—a gesture that had judges, politicians, and CEOs leaning in like sunflowers chasing the sun.

      I knew that tilt. I’d seen it in courtrooms, in police reports, in the hollow-eyed testimonies of men who’d been broken by her kind.

      A memory surfaced, unwelcome: David Chen’s funeral. The way his mother had clutched his graduation photo to her chest, her fingers white-knuckled around the frame. Twenty-two years old. Gone since 2001. Found last month in a shallow grave near Diamond Head, his bones still whispering of the violence done to him. The case had landed on my desk three weeks ago, another name in a file thick with ghosts. Another young man who’d loved the wrong person in the wrong place.

      My jaw tightened. I’d been that wrong person once. I knew what it was to be hunted.

      A shift in the crowd pulled me back. Voices—low, urgent—cut through the polished din. I lowered the binoculars just enough to catch the drift of conversation from a knot of guests near the champagne tower. A man in a charcoal suit, his tie slightly askew, leaned in too close to a woman whose laugh was a beat too delayed.

      “—the new initiative,” he murmured, his voice slick with something that wasn’t champagne. “Discreet donations only. You know how it is.”

      The woman’s fingers twitched around her flute. “After what happened to that boy last month? I’d expect better security.”

      “Security isn’t the issue.” His voice dropped, a serpent’s hiss. “It’s containment.”

      My breath stilled.

      Containment.

      The word slithered through me, cold and familiar. I’d heard it before—in interrogation rooms, in the hushed confessions of men who’d been paid to keep quiet, in the smug smiles of women who knew their money could buy silence.

      I leaned forward, the binoculars digging into my skin. The crowd parted for a moment, and there he was—another young man, this one alive. Dark hair, tousled like he’d been running his hands through it. He stood too close to an older man in a navy blazer, his posture stiff, his smile fixed. His fingers flexed at his sides, knuckles white.

      I knew that look. The look of a man who wanted to bolt but couldn’t.

      My pulse kicked harder.

      There.

      That was the thread. That was the unraveling.

      I pulled back from the ledge, the wind howling in my ears. The gala continued below, oblivious. Laughter, clinking glasses, the distant crash of waves.

      But I’d seen enough.

      I knew where this led.

      And I knew exactly how to make sure it stopped.
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      The drive down the cliffside road was a controlled descent, my hands steady on the wheel, my mind already dissecting the scene. The rental car’s engine purred, unremarkable, just another vehicle in the stream of luxury sedans and sleek sports cars winding toward the estate. I parked half a mile out, where the valets wouldn’t question my presence, and slipped into the shadows of the palm grove lining the drive.

      The security here was tight—but not for the reasons they thought. Cameras swept the perimeter, but their blind spots were predictable, designed to catch trespassers, not someone who knew how to move unseen. I’d studied the layout for days: the guard rotations, the gaps in the fence line, the way the trade winds carried sound away from the north side of the property.

      I didn’t need to get inside the gala. I just needed to get close.

      The young man I’d seen with the binoculars was my target. Alive, for now. But the way his companion’s hand rested on the small of his back—possessive, proprietary—told me his time was running out.

      I crouched behind a cluster of hibiscus, the sweet scent cloying, and watched. The older man steered him toward the edge of the gardens, where the light from the tents didn’t quite reach. His voice was a low murmur, but I didn’t need to hear the words to know the threat in them. The young man’s shoulders tensed, his breath coming faster.

      Then—his phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket, glanced at the screen, and something flickered across his face. Relief? Fear? His companion’s grip tightened, but the young man twisted free, holding up the phone like a shield.

      “I—I have to take this.”

      The older man’s smile didn’t waver, but his eyes went flat. “Make it quick.”

      The young man stumbled back a few steps, pressing the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

      I didn’t hesitate.

      I stepped out of the shadows.

      His head snapped up, eyes widening. He was younger than I’d thought—early twenties, maybe. Dark eyes, full mouth, a bruise half-hidden under his collarbone.

      “Who the fuck⁠—”

      I pressed a finger to my lips, then jerked my chin toward the trees. Run.

      For a second, he just stared. Then understanding flashed in his gaze. He turned on his heel and bolted.

      I followed.

      The older man’s shout cut through the night, but it was too late. We were already swallowed by the dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            The New Victim

          

        

      

    

    
      The coffee shop on Kalākaua Avenue was a study in contrasts—tourists with sunburned shoulders and overpriced iced drinks, locals typing furiously on laptops, the occasional businessman barking into a phone. The scent of Kona blend hung thick in the air, bitter and rich, the kind of smell that clung to the back of your throat. I’d chosen my spot with precision: corner table, back to the wall, both exits in my line of sight. Old instincts never really died. They just learned to wear a suit and carry a notepad instead of a knife.

      The place hummed with the kind of energy that came from too many people pretending not to notice each other. A woman laughed too loudly at the counter, her voice sharp with the edge of something forced. A guy in a rumpled aloha shirt kept glancing at his watch like it held the secret to his escape. And then—there. A flicker of movement near the door.

      Him.

      Early twenties, maybe twenty-five if he’d had a hard few years. Pale in that way mainlanders were before the sun got its teeth into them, dark hair falling into his eyes like he’d forgotten how to use a comb. He wore a polo shirt that looked like it had been ironed onto him—too stiff, too deliberate, the kind of thing a man bought when he was trying to be someone else. His fingers twitched at his sides, nails bitten down to the quick.

      He hesitated just inside the threshold, scanning the room with the wide, panicked eyes of a man who’d spent too long waiting for the next blow to fall. When his gaze locked onto mine, something in his posture shifted—not relief, not quite, but the resigned acceptance of a man who’d run out of options.

      I didn’t smile. Didn’t need to. The set of my shoulders, the way I held his stare—it was invitation enough.

      He weaved through the tables, moving like a man who expected the floor to give way beneath him at any second. When he stopped in front of me, his breath came a little too fast, his pulse jumping in the hollow of his throat.

      “Jett Marlowe?” His voice was rough, like he hadn’t used it in days. “The investigator?”

      I leaned back, letting the silence stretch just long enough to make him fidget. “Depends on who’s asking.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Leo. Leo Tanaka.” He wet his lips. “I heard—about what you do. For guys like us.”

      That word. Us. It landed between us like a stone dropped into still water, ripples spreading outward. His fingers curled into the hem of his shirt, knuckles white. I knew that look—the way his jaw tightened, the flush creeping up his neck. He wasn’t just scared. He was exposed. Freshly out, maybe, or still half-drowned in the closet, gasping for air every time the door cracked open.

      I gestured to the chair across from me. “Sit. You look like you’re about to bolt.”

      He didn’t move immediately. His gaze darted to the windows, the street beyond, the way his reflection warped in the glass—like he was checking for ghosts. Or hunters. Finally, he dropped into the seat, his body folding in on itself like a man trying to take up less space.

      “I don’t—” His voice cracked. He cleared his throat. “I don’t know where to start.”

      I reached for my coffee, the ceramic warm against my palm. “Try the beginning.”

      Leo exhaled, a shaky sound. “There’s this woman. Miranda Worthington.” The name tasted like ash in my mouth. I’d heard it before—whispers in the kind of circles where money bought silence and respectability was a weapon. Society wife. Philanthropist. The kind of woman who smiled for cameras while her manicured fingers tightened around the throats of the men she helped.

      “She runs this foundation,” Leo continued, his voice gaining a little traction, like a car wheel spinning on wet pavement. “Pacific Pride Foundation. Said she wanted to—” His fingers twisted together. “—support me.”

      I set my cup down. “Support how?”

      A muscle feathered in his jaw. “I was having trouble at work. After I—” His breath hitched. “After I came out. My supervisor started making things… difficult. Miranda said she had connections. That she could make it stop.” His laugh was hollow. “All I had to do was sign some papers.”

      I didn’t move. Didn’t blink. I’d seen this script before—the way predators dressed up their traps in pretty words. Opportunity. Security. Family.

      “What kind of papers?”

      Leo’s hands were shaking now, his fingers splayed flat against the table like he was trying to anchor himself. “A consulting contract. Twenty thousand upfront. More later, if I—” His voice dropped. “If I met the requirements.”

      The way he said it made my stomach turn. I leaned in, close enough to catch the scent of his cologne—something expensive, something chosen for him. “What are the requirements, Leo?”

      His breath came faster. “She wants me to—” He swallowed. “To document other guys. Gay men in the community. Their habits. Who they sleep with. Who they owe money to.” His fingers dug into his own forearm, nails leaving half-moons in his skin. “She has files, Jett. On dozens of them. Photos. Bank records. Medical histories. Things they’ve never—” His voice broke. “Things they’d never tell anyone.”

      The air between us went still. Not the quiet of peace, but the heavy, suffocating kind—the moment before a storm cracks the sky open.

      I knew that feeling. The sick, creeping realization that the monster wasn’t under the bed.

      It was sitting at the head of the table, passing the bread.
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            Unraveling Threads

          

        

      

    

    
      The charity’s financial records sprawled across my kitchen table like a crime scene laid bare—each document a bloodstain, every ledger entry a whisper of something rotten beneath the polished veneer. Three hours hunched over bank statements, tax filings, and donor lists had done more than confirm my suspicions; it had carved them into my ribs, sharp and unrelenting. The Rainbow Bridge Foundation wasn’t just mismanaging funds. It was a machine, cold and precise, designed to chew up vulnerable gay men and spit out their hollowed-out remains.

      My fingers hovered over the numbers, tracing the patterns like a blind man reading Braille. Young men—freshly out, freshly arrived in Honolulu, their faces still soft with hope—were reeled in with promises of "emergency housing assistance" and "career mentorship grants." But the reality was uglier. Within months, their savings bled dry, drained through "program fees" and "mandatory counseling sessions," each charge wrapped in legalese so tight it might as well have been a noose. And the ones who dared to ask questions? Their files told a different story. Terminations. Harassment. A quiet, methodical erasure, as if they’d never existed at all.

      Then there was Leo.

      His name jumped out at me, appearing seventeen times across different documents. Seventeen transactions, each one a slow, deliberate cut. The amounts weren’t massive—$500 here, $800 there—but for someone like Leo, working double shifts just to keep a roof over his head, they were everything. Extortion dressed in charity’s clothes.

      I leaned back, the chair creaking under my weight, and let the familiar ache of guilt settle in my chest. This was the kind of situation where my old self would have seen opportunity. A chance to take, to break, to leave another man hollowed out in my wake. The irony wasn’t lost on me—that I’d become the hunter of men like the one I used to be. That the same hands I’d once used to hurt now picked apart the seams of other predators’ lies.

      My phone buzzed. A text from Leo: Stuck at the bar. Rain check on dinner?

      The words hit me like a punch to the sternum. He had no idea. No idea that his name was scattered across these documents like breadcrumbs leading to a trap. No idea that the foundation he trusted was bleeding him dry, one "mandatory" fee at a time. And I⁠—

      I was the only one who could stop it.

      But stopping it meant exposing myself. Meant stepping out of the shadows I’d carefully constructed, the ones that kept me safe, untouchable. It meant risking the fragile trust Leo had placed in me, the way his fingers lingered a second too long when he handed me a drink, the way his laugh softened when I was near.

      I exhaled, slow and controlled, and reached for my phone. If I was going to burn this all down, I needed to be sure.

      And I needed to be ready.
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            The Underbelly Exposed

          

        

      

    

    
      The evening air clung to my skin, thick with the scent of plumeria and the greasy, salty tang of grilled mahi-mahi drifting over from Duke’s Waikiki. I adjusted the collar of my aloha shirt—some garish print of hibiscus blooms Mateo had shoved at me with a smirk, calling it camouflage—and let my fingers linger at my throat, as if the fabric could somehow shield me from what I was about to do. The shirt was a lie, just like the easy smile I’d pasted on for the tourists around us. But lies were part of the game.

      And then I saw her.

      Three tables over, Margaret Cunningham sat with the stillness of a woman who knew exactly how much space she occupied. Sixty-two, with the kind of money that had been old before Hawaii was even a state, her silver-blonde hair coiled into something elegant at the nape of her neck. She wore a linen dress the colour of bone, the fabric skimming her shoulders like it had been tailored to suggest both modesty and menace. My research had painted her as a philanthropist, a patron of the arts, a widow who lunched with judges and donated to politicians. But the files didn’t mention the way her fingers tapped against her glass—one, two, pause—like she was counting down to something.

      "She’s not drinking that mai tai," Mateo murmured beside me, his thigh brushing mine under the bamboo table. The contact was deliberate, a silent check-in, and my body reacted before I could stop it—a tightness in my chest, a heat that had nothing to do with the Hawaiian sun. I shifted slightly, putting an inch of space between us, but the damage was done. My pulse was already thrumming, traitorous and distracted.

      "Forty minutes," he continued, voice low, "and she hasn’t so much as licked the rim. Just stares at the entrance like she’s waiting for someone to walk into her crosshairs."

      I didn’t answer. My attention was locked on Margaret’s hands—long fingers, nails painted a tasteful nude, drumming against the glass in that same rhythm. One, two, pause. Not nervous. Not impatient. Hunting.

      A memory surfaced, unwanted: the weight of a knife in my palm, the way my own breath had steadied as I’d watched a mark walk into a bar, oblivious. The way I’d let the silence stretch just long enough to make the anticipation sweet. I knew that look on her face. I’d worn it myself, once.

      "Third time this week," I said, pulling out my phone. The camera lens caught the way she’d angled herself in the booth, her line of sight clear to both the front door and the side exit that led to the parking lot. "Always the same table. Always the same drink. Always when the surf instructors finish their shift at Queen’s."

      Mateo exhaled sharply through his nose. "Jett."

      "What?" The word came out harsher than I intended. A middle-aged couple at the next table glanced over, the woman’s eyebrows lifting in disapproval. I forced my shoulders to loosen, my voice to drop into something smoother. "I’m working."

      "Your job was to confirm the pattern," he countered, dark eyes cutting into me. "We did that. Two weeks ago. Now you’re⁠—"

      "Now I’m making sure she doesn’t take another one." My gaze flicked back to Margaret just as she slid a business card across the table to a kid with sun-streaked hair and a laugh that carried too easily. He was lean, tanned, his board shorts riding low on his hips, the kind of effortless beauty that made men like me—men like her—linger a second too long. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-two.

      My stomach twisted.

      "You’re not a cop anymore," Mateo said, quieter now. "You don’t have to save everyone."

      I didn’t look at him. "Yes, I do."

      The kid took the card, grinning, tucking it into the pocket of his shorts like it was nothing. Like he had no idea that the last three young men who’d accepted that card had vanished within seventy-two hours. Margaret’s smile was warm, maternal, as she said something that made him laugh. My fingers curled into a fist under the table.

      "Jett." Mateo’s hand found mine, his thumb tracing the scar that cut across my knuckles—a souvenir from the last time I’d been arrested, back when I’d been the one leaving marks instead of following them. "You’re not him anymore."

      The words hit like a blade between the ribs. "Aren’t I?"

      I watched the kid stand, wave at Margaret like she was a favourite aunt, then saunter toward the parking lot with that card burning a hole in his pocket. My breath came shorter. This was how it started. The friendly chat. The exchanged numbers. The trust.

      Then the silence.

      "Sometimes I wonder," I said, the confession tearing free before I could stop it, "if the only thing that’s changed is which side of the handcuffs I’m on."

      Mateo’s grip tightened. "The difference," he said, voice rough, "is that you’re here. You’re the one who sees the pattern. You’re the one who cares."

      Margaret stood then, smoothing her dress with slow, deliberate movements. She didn’t rush. She never did. The kid was already halfway to the lot, his shoulders loose, his steps unhurried. Easy prey.

      "We following?" Mateo was already reaching for his wallet, his jaw set.

      I nodded, but as I pushed to my feet, his fingers wrapped around my wrist—not to stop me, but to ground me. His touch was warm, his pulse thrumming against my skin, and for a second, I let myself lean into it. Just a second.

      "After this," he said, low and urgent, "we talk. About you. About us. About why you keep diving into these cases like you’re trying to drown in them."

      I should’ve argued. Should’ve pulled away. But the look in his eyes—part frustration, part something darker, something that made my blood hum—held me still.

      "Fine," I said.

      His lips curved, just slightly. "Good."

      Then we were moving, slipping into the humid evening, the scent of salt and engine oil filling my lungs as we tailed Margaret’s silver Lexus out of the lot. The sun was dipping toward the horizon, painting the streets in gold and shadow, the kind of light that made everything look beautiful even when it was rotten underneath.

      The kid was already climbing into a beat-up Jeep, Margaret’s card clutched in his fingers. He didn’t see us. Didn’t see her either, not really—not the way she watched him in the rearview as she pulled out onto Kalakaua, her signal blinker ticking like a countdown.

      My fingers twitched. I wanted to run. Wanted to scream.

      Instead, I got into the car beside Mateo, the engine purring to life between us.

      "Stay sharp," he murmured, shifting into drive.

      I didn’t answer. I was too busy watching the Lexus ahead, too busy feeling the ghost of my own past breathing down my neck.

      And too busy pretending I didn’t notice the way Mateo’s thigh pressed against mine the whole damn ride.
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      The coffee shop on Beretania Street hummed with the kind of controlled chaos that only a place steeped in routine could master—steam hissing from the espresso machine, the rhythmic clatter of ceramic against saucers, the low murmur of conversations bleeding into one another like waves lapping at the shore. I’d chosen this spot deliberately, not just for the strong, bitter brew they served, but for the way the morning light slanted through the windows, casting long shadows that made it easy to disappear into the corners. My table was tucked against the far wall, close enough to the counter to catch the scent of freshly ground Kona beans, far enough from the door to see anyone coming—or leaving.

      Detective Ray Nakamura didn’t so much sit as collapse into the chair across from me, his broad shoulders now hunched beneath a rumpled aloha shirt that hung off him like a discarded promise. The man had always carried himself with the quiet authority of someone who knew the weight of the law, but time—or maybe guilt—had whittled him down to something sharper, something brittle. His fingers, once steady enough to dismantle a suspect’s alibi with surgical precision, now fumbled with the sugar packets, tearing one open with more force than necessary. The granules scattered across the table like tiny, useless confessions.

      "You look like you haven’t slept in a week," he muttered, stirring his coffee with the same methodical strokes he used to use when interrogating a nervous witness. The spoon clinked against the porcelain, a metronome counting down to whatever truth he was avoiding. His hands weren’t shaking from age. They never had. It was the kind of tremor that came from holding too much inside for too long, the kind that made a man’s bones ache with the effort of keeping still.

      I leaned back, letting the warmth of my own cup seep into my palms. "Funny. I was about to say the same about you." My voice came out smooth, unhurried, the way it always did when I was measuring a man’s cracks. Ray had been my training officer back when I still believed the badge was a shield instead of a brand. That was before I learned how easily good men could fold themselves into complicity, how the line between justice and survival could blur when the right pressure was applied.

      His gaze flickered up—just for a second—before skittering away like a rat in the dark. The avoidance was telling. Ray had spent years perfecting the art of looking without seeing, of hearing without listening. It was how he’d survived the Waikiki precinct all those years ago, how he’d stood by while Captain Morrison turned the interview room into a chamber of quiet horrors. I’d been there for some of it. Not as a participant, not then, but as another pair of eyes that chose to look the other way. The memory sat between us now, a third presence at the table, heavy and unspoken.

      Finally, he exhaled through his nose, a sound like a man bracing for impact. "You’re digging into the Kaimuki cases." Not a question. Ray had always been too sharp for his own good.

      I took a slow sip, letting the bitter heat linger on my tongue before answering. "Three men. Eighteen months. All of them gay, all of them working-class. All of them found in ways that made sure no one asked too many questions." The words tasted like ash. "You remember Daniel Lopez? The bartender at The Drift? Officially, he OD’d in a back alley. Unofficially, his wrists were bruised like he’d been cuffed to something for hours before he died." I set the cup down with deliberate care. "Then there’s Aaron Kealoha. His ‘suicide’ note was written in a hand that didn’t match his. And Jamie—" My throat tightened. Jamie Fujimoto had been twenty-four, a dancer at Club Halo, his body dumped near the Pali Lookout with his throat slit so cleanly the coroner initially ruled it self-inflicted. "Jamie’s tox screen came back clean. No drugs, no alcohol. Just a kid who liked to dance and ended up with his carotid severed by someone who knew exactly how to avoid leaving a struggle behind."

      Ray’s laugh was a dry, cracking thing, like old paper tearing. "You think you can touch them, Jett? These aren’t some two-bit dealers or washed-up yakuza muscle. These are women." His voice dropped, fingers tightening around his cup. "Margaret Sinclair doesn’t just sit on boards—she builds them. Her charity galas pull in millions, and half the city’s power players owe her favors. The mayor’s wife? Her best friend. The chief of police? Her brother’s golf buddy." He leaned in, the scent of stale coffee and something sharper—whiskey, maybe—flooding the space between us. "You remember what happened to the last cop who tried to poke at her? IA found enough ‘irregularities’ in his cases to bury him. He’s flipping burgers in Kahului now, if he’s lucky."

      I didn’t flinch. I’d heard the warnings before. "I’m not a cop anymore, Ray."

      "No," he agreed, sitting back with a grimace. "You’re worse. You’re a man with nothing left to lose." His eyes flicked over me, assessing, the way he used to before sending me into a situation he knew would get ugly. "That’s what scares them. Not the law. You."

      A beat of silence. Somewhere behind us, a barista called out an order, the sound too bright for the weight pressing down on the table.

      Ray’s next words were barely audible. "They’ve got eyes on you already. You know that, right?"

      I did. I’d felt it for weeks—the prickle at the back of my neck when I left my apartment, the way my car’s alignment seemed just a little too perfect after I’d parked it on the street overnight. Little reminders that I wasn’t as invisible as I liked to think.

      "Good," I said, and meant it.

      Ray’s expression darkened. "You’re not the same man you were twelve years ago."

      "No," I agreed. "I’m not."

      And that was the problem.
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      The security footage from the Maui resort’s private elevator played in my head like a glitching nightmare—twenty-three minutes of grainy, time-stamped horror that no amount of ocean-view serenity could scrub clean. I sat across from Victoria Ashworth in her Kahala mansion, a place so pristine it felt sterile, as if the very air had been filtered of anything as crude as human emotion. The Pacific sprawled beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, all turquoise and sapphire, but the woman in front of me carried her own climate: a dry, arctic stillness that had nothing to do with the trade winds drifting through the open lanai.

      She was the kind of woman who made silence feel like a weapon. Her fingers, long and manicured, cradled a tumbler of bourbon—Pappy Van Winkle, if the amber hue and her taste for obscene luxury were any indication—and even at two in the afternoon, she sipped it like it was an extension of her own refinement. “You’re exceptionally dedicated, Mr. Marlowe,” she murmured, the words smooth as the liquor she swallowed. “Though I do wonder if you’ve weighed the… consequences of chasing certain lines of inquiry.”

      My jacket pocket sagged with the weight of the flash drive, the plastic edges digging into my thigh like a reminder. Twenty-three minutes. That’s how long it had taken for Daniel Reeves—her personal assistant, twenty-four years old, with a smile that could’ve disarmed a bomb—to step into that elevator with two
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