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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      On Oʻahu, reputation isn’t just power—it’s armour. A shield so polished it reflects the sun right into your eyes, so heavy it can crush a man’s ribs without ever touching him. And no one knows that better than Jett Marlowe.

      He’s spent decades digging truth out of the graves silence carves for it, prying open files sealed with more than just red tape—sealed with fear, with complicity, with the quiet understanding that some things are better left buried. The missing. The discarded. The men whose names were spoken once in hushed tones, then swallowed whole by the island’s endless, hungry tide. Now, with retirement looming like a storm front—close enough to feel the charge in the air, close enough to taste the rain on his tongue—he’s taken one last case. Or, more accurately, the case has taken him.

      A string of disappearances. All gay men. All stretching back decades like roots from a poisoned tree. Files that were never properly opened, or were shut so quietly the hinges didn’t dare creak. Official explanations were a masterclass in vagueness: “left the island suddenly”, “personal reasons”, “family matters”. No bodies. No crime scenes. Just the faintest scent of bleach beneath the plumeria, the kind of clean that isn’t natural. The kind that’s manufactured. The kind that requires effort.

      And then there’s the name that keeps rising to the surface, sleek and inevitable as a shark fin cutting through glass-calm water: Daniel Whitmore.

      Philanthropist. Church donor. The kind of real estate magnate who builds hospitals with one hand and rewrites zoning laws with the other, always with a smile, always with a handshake, always with the unspoken promise that resistance is futile. A devoted family man—if you believe the society pages. Golden wife. Golden children. Golden reputation, all of it buffed to a mirror shine, all of it untouchable. The kind of man who doesn’t just have secrets; he cultivates them, tends to them like rare orchids in a locked greenhouse. The kind who doesn’t just bury truth—he paves paradise over it, plants a monument on top, and calls it progress.

      Jett knows the type. Hell, he was the type, once. Before the cell doors clanged shut behind him. Before the nightmares started carving grooves into his skull. Before he learned that obsession isn’t just a flaw—it’s a blade, and the hand that wields it doesn’t always belong to you.

      The deeper he digs, the more the pattern emerges, not in blood or broken bones, but in absence. A young teacher—Kaleo Alana, twenty-five, loved poetry and outrigger canoeing—vanishes after a parent’s complaint about “inappropriate influence” in his classroom. The complaint? He’d assigned a poem by a queer Hawaiian writer. A meeting with the principal. A transfer to a different school. Then, three weeks later, a resignation letter, the ink trembling like a man signing his own euthanasia papers. The file reeks of a cover-up, but not the kind that leaves stains. This is neater. This is surgical.

      The teacher’s last known address? A rental in Kaimukī, modest but well-kept. Sold two months after his disappearance to a company called Whitmore Developments.

      Jett leans back in his chair, the old wood groaning beneath him like a man carrying too many ghosts. Outside, the trade winds rattle the blinds, carrying the salt-tang of the ocean and the distant, careless laughter of tourists who’ve never had to fear the cost of paradise. He pulls up a map on his laptop, traces the lines of ownership, the web of transactions that all seem to spiral inward, toward one name. One man.

      Daniel Whitmore.

      Not murder. Not even a crime, if you’re the kind of person who believes laws are only broken with fists or knives. This is quieter. This is erasure.
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      A bartender at one of Whitmore’s hotels—young, charismatic, the kind of man who made drinks with a wink and a story—is found drunk and disorderly in Waikīkī one night, his career in ruins after a single, conveniently publicised incident. The charges? Dropped. The damage? Permanent. Another man, a financial analyst with a knack for numbers and a quiet life, leaves for “the mainland” so abruptly he doesn’t even pack his surfboard. No threats. No witnesses. Just pressure, applied with the precision of a diamond cutter, until something—someone—fractures under the weight.

      Whitmore didn’t build an empire on brute force. He built it on leverage. On knowing exactly where to press, how hard, and when to step back and let the weight of expectation do the rest. A word in the right ear. A donation to the right charity. A quiet phone call to a landlord, a boss, a judge. Men don’t disappear because they’re killed. They disappear because they’re unmade—socially, professionally, financially—until leaving becomes the only option that doesn’t feel like drowning in slow motion.

      But Whitmore made one mistake.

      He didn’t account for a man who’s already drowned and learned how to breathe underwater.
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      Jett isn’t afraid of the dark. He’s built a life in its shadows, learned the shape of its edges. And this time, he’s not working alone.

      There’s Mateo, his partner in all things legal and lethal—sharp-tongued, sharper-minded, the kind of man who can turn a subpoena into a scalpel and leave no scars. The way he watches Jett sometimes, like he’s trying to decide whether to kiss him or save him, makes the air between them thick with something that feels dangerously like possibility.

      Then there’s Ethan, the tech genius with a saviour complex and a habit of “accidentally” hacking into places he shouldn’t. He’s the one who laughs when Jett growls about boundaries, who slides a fresh coffee across the desk with a smirk that says I know you, old man, the one who makes Jett’s pulse stutter in ways he hasn’t let himself acknowledge in years.

      They’re his found family. His anchors. His reasons not to burn Whitmore’s world to the ground just to watch the ashes scatter over the Pacific.

      Because Jett understands obsession. He knows how it twists, how it justifies, how it whispers that the ends will always sanctify the means. And Whitmore? Whitmore is a man who’s never had to justify a damn thing in his life.

      But paradise has a way of turning on its keepers.

      And this time, the silence isn’t just currency—it’s the last thing Daniel Whitmore is going to lose.
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      Oʻahu doesn’t just trade in reputation—it worships it. A gilded cage, a polished noose. And I’ve spent my life learning how to slip the knot.

      I know what it’s like to be the thing people whisper about, then forget. The files I dig up aren’t just cold—they’re frozen, sealed with smiles and handshakes and the kind of silence that hums like a live wire. Missing men. Discarded lives. Gay men whose names were spoken once, then swallowed by the tide of island politeness, the kind that drowns you while patting your shoulder.

      Retirement’s coming for me like a slow-moving storm, all thunder and no rain yet. But before I go, there’s this.

      A pattern. A hunger.

      Files that were never opened, or shut so softly no one heard the click. “Left the island.” “Personal reasons.” No bodies. No mess. Just the faintest chemical tang beneath the plumeria—bleach, maybe, or something sharper. The kind of clean that isn’t about dirt. It’s about control.

      And then there’s him.

      Daniel Whitmore.

      The name sits in my mouth like a stone. Philanthropist. Church pillar. The kind of man who builds hospitals with one hand and buries careers with the other. Devoted husband. Doting father. A reputation so polished it hurts to look at. He doesn’t just keep secrets—he curates them. Paves over them. Calls it progress.

      I know men like him.

      I was men like him.

      Before the cell. Before the nightmares. Before I learned that obsession isn’t a flaw—it’s a blade. And I’ve been sharpening mine for years.

      The deeper I go, the clearer the pattern: not blood, not screams—just absence. A teacher, twenty-five, gone after a parent’s complaint about “inappropriate influence”—a poem, of all things. His rental, sold fast to a Whitmore shell company. A bartender at one of Whitmore’s hotels, suddenly drunk in public, career in ruins. A financial analyst who fled so fast he left his surfboard behind. No threats. No witnesses. Just pressure, applied like a diamond cutter—precise, relentless—until something gives.

      Whitmore didn’t build an empire with fists. He built it with leverage. A word here. A donation there. A phone call to the right ear. Men don’t vanish because they’re dead. They vanish because they’re unmade—socially, professionally, financially—until leaving is the only thing left that doesn’t feel like suffocating.

      But he slipped.

      He didn’t count on a man who’s already suffocated and learned to breathe fire.

      I’m not afraid of the dark. I live there. And this time, I’ve got backup.

      There’s Mateo, my legal pitbull—all razor wit and darker eyes, the kind of man who can turn a subpoena into a confession. The way he looks at me sometimes, like he’s deciding whether to pull me into an alley or a courtroom, makes my skin tighten in
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