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To the truth-seekers who refuse to be silenced — May your courage echo louder than corruption.

And your love for family burns brighter than betrayal.

This story is for the ones who stand firm

Even when paradise turns its back.
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Chapter One
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Paradise Disrupted

Detective Leilani Kealoha preferred the hour before dawn. Most people saw it as the tail end of the night, a time for ghosts and regrets, but she found it perfect for picking apart crime scenes. Less noise, less traffic and thanks to the warm trade winds drifting across the island, less of the sticky-sweet tang of human sweat that always bloomed once the sun fully woke.

She rolled up to the Aloha Shores Resort with her window down and her radio turned off. The patrol units had been dispatched at 4:10 a.m.. When Leilani reached the sprawling drive, lights were strobing against the resort’s low-slung portico, painting blue stripes across the columns and sending restless shadows running for cover. The usual suspects, bored valets, security staff with arms crossed over uniforms, a couple of guests in robes and sandals, clustered in knots behind yellow tape. One uniform, a sergeant she recognized from last year’s Christmas party, was busily shepherding them to the side entrance.

Leilani parked in the valet slot and ignored the boy who tried to wave her elsewhere. She grabbed her battered messenger bag from the passenger seat, squinted up at the lightening sky, and ducked under the crime tape. Her boots made flat echoes on the white marble, still glossy from last night’s waxing.

Inside, the lobby had been transformed. Usually a temple to understated luxury, now an anthill of activity. Technicians with cameras were kneeling on the rug, shooting from weird angles. A forensic cart in the corner spilled out latex gloves and evidence bags like a cornucopia of bureaucratic dread. The concierges, stripped of their polite force fields, clustered behind the desk, faces drawn and bloodless.

“Detective Kealoha,” said a voice to her right. She turned to see Officer Lum, out of his rookie phase, not yet sure how to fill out his own uniform.

“Morning, Lum,” Leilani said, checking her watch, although she already knew the time. “Which way to the fireworks?”

He led her down a hallway lined with potted palms, talking as they walked. “Victim is the hotel itself,” Lum said. “Safe room in the admin suite, ground floor. Nobody was hurt, at least not physically. The night manager found the breach at four oh-three, after getting a silent alarm from central.”

“And the manager?” Leilani asked.

“In his office, with a trauma blanket and three cups of coffee. Wants to sue the company that sold her the safe.” Lum managed a weak grin. “You want to talk to her first?”

“Not yet,” said Leilani. “I’ll look at the scene first.”

Lum nodded, stepping back as she approached the safe room entrance. More tape, but this time a strip of plastic stretched across the door at knee level. She stepped over it, ducked through, and exhaled a short, surprised breath.

It was a mess, but not the kind she was used to. No violence, but the violence of efficiency.

The safe room was more of a closet, albeit one lined with reinforced steel panels and a CCTV camera staring glassily from the corner. A bank of safety deposit drawers, all numbered, filled the far wall. One of them, number 21, the lucky blackjack, had been levered open with surgical precision, its lock left dangling like the molted carapace of some unfortunate beetle.

Below the drawers, a standalone safe sat squat and indignant. The electronic keypad punched out, and a panel on the side peeled away to expose its digital heart. Scattered on the floor were velvet-lined cases, empty now, but still imprinted with the forms of high-carat stones. Among them, a handful of latex glove tips snipped off and discarded, and a tight, gray coil of fiberoptic cable.

Leilani let out a low whistle. “Somebody brought their A-game,” she muttered.

A hotel security guard, mid-forties, trim but losing the battle with his belt, sleeves rolled up past the elbows, was waiting in the corner, nervously clutching a clipboard.

“Detective,” he said, with the automatic deference of someone who’d seen a lot of uniforms. “I’m James Stovall. Director of security.” He offered his hand, remembered the gloves, and withdrew it. “I’ve worked at this resort for fifteen years. Never seen anything like this.”

“That makes two of us, James.” Leilani crouched by the open safe, keeping her movements slow and deliberate. “Walk me through the system.”

James set the clipboard on the nearest table and pulled up a chair. “That safe is a Yamasaki T-2000. It’s top of the line, installed last November. It’s got three layers  — biometric, PIN code, plus timed access that can’t be bypassed without management override.” He shot a glance at the exposed side panel, and at Leilani, as if afraid she’d blame him personally for the breach.

She traced a finger along the keypad’s ragged edge. “You said there’s a time lock?”

“Yes, ma’am. With the correct thumbprint and PIN, you can’t open it until the window hits. The window’s set randomly by our back-end system, synced to Tokyo time. Two people have override codes, the GM and myself.”

“Either of you lose a badge recently?”

“No, ma’am. And the biometric? It’s supposed to be idiot-proof.” James looked at the safe as if it had betrayed him.

Leilani nodded, standing to scan the room with fresh eyes. “What’s missing?”

James cleared his throat. “The hotel keeps guests’ jewelry in short-term custody while they use the spa or beach. Mostly for VIPs, high rollers. Last night we had three watches, some custom rings and a jadeite necklace from the casino owner’s wife.”

“And?”

“And all gone except the necklace. They left that one in the case.”

Leilani blinked. “Any reason?”

He hesitated. “It’s cursed. Or so the staff likes to say.”

“Our thief has a sense of humor.” She smiled, not that it reached her eyes. “Or they know something we don’t.”

She circled the crime scene, glancing up at the CCTV. The lens was still red, but a strip of black electrical tape had been pasted over it with surgical neatness. A move so basic and effective it made her want to applaud.

“Who else had access to this room last night?” she asked.

“The desk manager and I, and the night janitor, but he’s only here for thirty minutes after closing.” James produced a log from his clipboard. “Badge in and out, every door trip logged.”

Leilani thumbed through the paper. “How about off the books? Any maintenance work, vendor deliveries?”

James frowned. “No, but...” He reached into a pocket and produced a sealed plastic bag. Inside was a chunk of matte black plastic, snapped off at the corner and wired with micro-filaments. “I found this wedged under the cabinet.”

She took the bag, turning it over in her hands. “Looks like part of an RFID spoofer. Or maybe a signal jammer.”

James nodded, glum. “That’s what I thought. So much for idiot-proof.”

Leilani tucked the bag into her own evidence pouch. “You did good, James. This wasn’t an inside job, at least not by you.”

He smiled, thin and haunted.

Leilani drifted toward the windows, letting the day’s first light spill across the tile. She scanned the floor, her breath hitching as she saw the shape.

On the white marble floor, drawn in a fat line of turquoise chalk, was a Hawaiian petroglyph, two concentric spirals, arms radiating out like the sun, or the eye of a hurricane. The line work was unsteady but confident, as if the artist had copied from memory rather than a design.

She kneeled beside it, careful not to smudge. “You see this, James?”

He shuffled over, peering down. “Kids vandalize the pool sometimes, but nobody gets into the admin suites.”

Leilani snapped a photo  and zoomed in for a detail shot. She sensed the low, hard thump of her heart, not fear, but anticipation. This wasn’t only a break-in. There was something else going on.

She straightened, dusting her hands on her jeans. “I’ll need your camera logs, James. Every second from midnight to now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And a list of everyone who’s checked out over the last twelve hours. Staff, too.”

He scribbled notes, eager for the task.

Leilani glanced back at the petroglyph, the spirals catching the sunlight and sending a brief, spectral glint up the wall. Whoever did this wanted attention, and she was more than happy to give it.

“Thank you, James,” she said, her voice calm as ever.

She made her way out, stepping past the chalk spiral and into the fresh wash of morning.

The manager’s office was a glass jewel box perched above the palms and infinity pool, high enough for a sightline over the sand and out to where the Pacific bled into the horizon. Leilani stood in the doorway, taking in the details. A mid-century desk, two club chairs in cream leather, and a Japanese sand garden raked to precise angles on a credenza by the window. She clocked a faint trace of scotch in the air, layered under the sharper top note of disinfectant.

The manager, Henry Matsu, according to his doorplate, rose from his desk as she entered. He was in his early fifties, with a tan this side of orange and a hairline that clung to the last defense line above his ears. His smile was a horizontal crack in a face otherwise fixed in panic.

“Detective Kealoha,” he said, extending his hand. He kept it out a second too long before withdrawing it and fussed with his tie instead. “Would you care for some coffee? I brewed it myself.”

She declined with a shake of her head. “Thank you, but I’m good. Mind if I record our conversation?”

“Please do,” he said, nodding so hard his glasses threatened to leap off his nose. He gestured to the chairs, and they both sat, Leilani balancing her tablet on one knee.

“Before we start, let me say, I’m deeply embarrassed this happened here. At my property. I pride myself on discretion and safety. This...” He faltered, glancing out the window at the perfect morning. “It’s a violation.”

“There were other victims,” Leilani said, keeping her voice flat. “We’ll keep it quiet as long as we can, but once insurance gets involved, the story usually finds its way out. It’s best to get in front of it.”

He looked like he might vomit. “How bad is it?”

Leilani tapped her stylus on the tablet, running through her notes. “You lost three guest deposits and a hotel jewelry collection. We’re working on the list of items, but our initial estimate is.” She waited for his reaction.

He winced. “North of two million. The sapphire watch alone was worth half a million. Christ.”

“Would you mind walking me through last night’s events?”

Matsu splayed his hands on the desk as if preparing for a séance. “I left the property at ten, after the Friday luau. Our guests were the usual crowd: couples, families, a handful of business types. Security rotation is by the book, with two roving guards inside and another on the beach side. After hours, everything is locked down except the casino and pool bar, both with their own cameras and security.”

He pointed at the monitor on his desk, where a digital schematic of the hotel glowed faintly. “My head of security, James, runs a tight ship. All badge ins and outs are logged, as you’ll see. The room is accessed by management and security.”

“And no one else has the override code?”

His mouth twisted. “Officially, yes. In practice, there’s an emergency kit in my office safe containing a physical key and an encrypted thumb drive, but it’s in a tamper-proof bag. Still sealed when I checked this morning.”

Leilani nodded, scrolling down. “Do you have any enemies, Mr. Matsu? Business rivals? Disgruntled ex-employees?”

He laughed, short and raw. “I run a five-star hotel on Oahu. Every week is a new grudge. But corporate usually handles that. My job is to keep the guests happy and the money coming in.”

“Any recent staff turnover?”

He chewed his lip. “One bellhop was fired last month for drugs. Two servers quit abruptly, but they moved to the Four Seasons. No drama, better pay.”

Leilani jotted it down. More for show than need. “Last night, was anyone acting off? Any service calls to the admin wing?”

“No, but there was a room change at 1:22 a.m. A guest in the penthouse suite moved down to a lower floor. Complained about a leaking AC vent.” He spread his hands again, helpless. “I’m happy to pull up the logs for you.”

“Please do. And the security footage, too. Midnight to four a.m.”

Matsu swiveled his chair, hands trembling as he typed on the keyboard. His desktop was a shrine to efficiency. No photos of kids or pets. Some golden-hued business cards and a coaster with the resort logo. He clicked through a series of folders, found the right feed, and projected it onto the wall monitor.

They watched in silence. At 2:37 a.m., a figure in a maintenance jumpsuit crossed the lobby, pushing a utility cart. The uniform matched the house style, but the face was lost in shadow. The person kept their head down, moved with the brisk certainty of someone who belonged.

“That’s not one of ours,” Matsu said. “Maintenance clocks out at midnight.”

“Did you recognize the badge?” she asked.

He paused the video, zooming in. “It’s too blurry. But we use color-coded lanyards. See.” He tapped the screen. “Red is housekeeping. Maintenance is blue. That’s green. Green is for outside contractors, like HVAC or pest control.”

“And you had no contractors scheduled last night?”

He hesitated, reviewing his calendar. “No, but we do quarterly bug checks. Next one’s not until June.” He looked up, worried. “I can pull the vendor list for you.”

Leilani was about to respond when the footage flickered. The timestamp jumped forward ninety seconds, skipping from 2:38:14 to 2:39:45. When it resumed, the lobby was empty, and the utility cart was gone.

She rewound it, letting it play again, slower. “Who edits your security footage?” she asked.

“Nobody,” Matsu said, a cold sweat forming on his forehead. “It’s all cloud-based. Triple redundancy. You think someone hacked it?”

“I think someone planned this carefully,” said Leilani, not looking away from the screen. “Is it possible for someone to access the system remotely?”

He nodded, paling. “Technically yes. But they’d need credentials.”

She made another note. “Anyone new on your IT team? Consultants, recent hires?”

“No, but our lead admin’s been out sick for two weeks. IT’s being handled by a temp from corporate.”

Leilani wrote it down. “Name and contact?”

He searched his files, reading from the screen: “Rafiq Nawaz, out of L.A.”

“Good,” she said. “Anything else unusual during the last seventy-two hours?”

He considered. “I got a call from a blocked number at 3:11 a.m. I didn’t recognize the voice. A man, or a woman trying to sound like a man? They said. You’re not safe, Henry. Not yet. The caller disconnected.”

“Did you report it?”

“I.” He stopped, looking down. “I was going to. It didn’t seem real until I found the safe this morning.”

Leilani closed her tablet and stood. “Thank you, Mr. Matsu. I’ll need a copy of your call log and a list of your high-value guests for the past month.”

He nodded, defeat settling into his bones. “Anything you need, Detective.”

Leilani crossed to the window. Down by the pool, a flock of early risers practiced yoga on the dew-slick grass. She inhaled deeply, willing her brain to see connections. Her eyes caught on a cluster of framed photographs on the far wall. Matsu, arm-in-arm with a rotating cast of city officials, local developers and resort board members. In one, he stood at the ribbon-cutting ceremony for the new spa wing, beaming with the same forced pride she’d seen moments ago.

She made a mental note of the faces, their order, the subtle signals of alliance and hierarchy.

“Anything else?” he asked, already wilting behind his desk.

“Just this,” Leilani said. “You’re sure your own people are clean?”

He bristled, a flare of pride through the nerves. “My people are like family, Detective. We take care of our own.”

She smiled, polite and unreadable. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

She thanked Matsu stood and walked out of the office. Out in the corridor, she thumbed a message to her tech unit. I need a full background on the temp IT hire, and a dump of all phone traffic to Matsu’s number after midnight.

The first hint of adrenaline sizzled in her chest. She’d seen professional work before. Whoever pulled this off was local enough to draw the petroglyph, smart enough to hack the cloud, and brazen enough to toy with their mark. She doubted it was just about money.

Her stomach growled, a physical reminder that she hadn’t eaten since dinner. She made her way down to the resort café, and as she waited for her coffee, watched the guests trickle in. Every face is a new potential mask, every gesture a possible lie.

Leilani couldn’t help but grin. For once, the morning looked like it might be interesting.

When she doubled back, the lobby had emptied. The sun had finally cleared the horizon, turning the hotel’s east wall into a sheet of gold. Outside, the birds were having a party in the palms. Inside, the noise came from the soft slap of her own footsteps and the distant whir of a floor buffer.

She let herself in, letting the door fall closed behind her. The room smelled faintly of latex and bleach, like a dentist’s office crossed with a server farm. She walked straight to the spiral on the marble, her spiral now, and crouched to eye level, getting as close as she dared.

The lines looked hand-drawn, but not in the way of a bored kid doodling on his math worksheet. Whoever drew it cared about form, or at least wanted to look like they did. The curves were steady; the turns exact. Leilani pulled out her phone and took a series of close-ups. First the entire spiral; afterward the place where the lines doubled back on themselves, and lastly the end point, where the chalk had crumbled under sudden pressure.

She sat back on her haunches and thumbed the photos into her tablet’s search function. The database had been stitched together by a university team, a wild mix of Polynesian glyphs, logograms and ancient stone carvings. She keyed in concentric spirals, cross-referenced with Hawaii and Oahu. In less than a minute, she had a match. The Papahānaumokuākea petroglyph, better known as “the eye of the navigator.” Old as the islands themselves, it was supposed to guide travelers or warn off outsiders.

Leilani stared at the screen, then at the chalk. “You’re not a warning,” she murmured. “You’re a signature.”

A throat cleared behind her. She looked up to see one forensic tech, a woman with close-cropped hair and an evidence satchel slung over one shoulder, hovering in the doorway.

“Detective?” the tech said. “You wanted preliminary?”

Leilani stood, dusting her hands on her jeans. “Hit me.”

The tech opened her satchel and produced two clear bags. In one was the RFID spoofer James had found. In the other, two diamond-tipped drill bits. “No prints, obviously. These are commercial, off-the-shelf, but pricey. Whoever did this, they did their homework. Bypass was clean, no alarms triggered until the safe was already open.”

“And the chalk?”

She shrugged. “Kids’ art supplies, nothing special. But they wore gloves, didn’t smudge any fingerprints on the marble or the door.”

Leilani nodded, already feeling the shape of the case in her bones. “Security system, could it be hacked externally?”

The tech grinned, a little admiring. “Could? Sure. But the patch level on this hotel’s system is two revisions behind. The exploit’s been floating around since last year. An amateur could have brute-forced it with time and a laptop.”

Leilani experienced a pulse of irritation. “Anything else?”

“The cart used by the perp matches the ones in housekeeping,” the tech said. “But that one’s missing. The housekeeping boss says it vanished last night and showed up this morning in a dumpster behind the ABC Store. No hair, no fibers, nothing. Probably wiped down.”

“Thanks.” Leilani checked the door. “Get me a full list of employees and contractors who logged badge activity last night and ping the casino for guest comps or unusual charges after midnight.”

The tech nodded, already texting.

Alone again, Leilani kneeled one last time by the spiral, letting her mind drift. Most thieves wanted to erase themselves from a crime scene. This one left a calling card. Why? To taunt? To lay claim? Or to deliver a message?

She snapped a last shot of the glyph, after which she stood and swept the room with one last look. A tightness in her chest told her she’d been here before. It was at that moment that a puzzle snapped into focus, and she realized the answers were going to hurt.

She walked out, already dialing her mother, her best source for the stories no database would touch. As the line rang, Leilani glanced once more at the chalk spiral and wondered what kind of navigator would leave such an unmistakable mark.

She was about to find out.
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Chapter Two
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Symbols and Suspicions

The conference room at HPD headquarters had been upgraded with a new projector, though it still stank of burned coffee and nervous sweat. Leilani stood at the podium, a manila folder fat with photos and printouts balanced on her palm, and watched the slow-motion turf war unfold across the table.

To her left, the Chief of Detectives occupied the chair like it was an enemy fortress, one elbow anchored, the other hand drumming an unending Morse code onto the laminated surface. His eyes were fixed on the phone sitting in front of him. On his right, the department’s PR chief sat with arms folded, all business casual and barely concealed contempt for the detective’s idea of fashion. At the far end, two city attorneys passed a legal pad back and forth, conferring in whispers, one eye always on the clock. The person who looked halfway interested was the new Assistant Chief, a short, square woman in a crisply pressed uniform who regarded Leilani with a mix of curiosity and predation.

“Whenever you’re ready, Detective Kealoha,” said the Chief of Ds, not looking up from his phone.

Leilani keyed the first slide, a montage of three different resort lobbies—one on the windward coast, one in Waikiki proper, and the third on the North Shore. In each, police tape lacerated the entrance, and in each, a small circle of forensic techs squatted over something out of frame.

“Three high-value property crimes in under two weeks,” Leilani began. “No witnesses, no usable prints, no forced entry. Each location had state-of-the-art security, yet the suspect was in and out in under twelve minutes, according to time stamps.”

The Chief slid his gaze up, thumb hovering over the mute button. “We’ve heard this part already.”

“I know,” said Leilani, modulating her voice with deliberate patience. She advanced the slide. Now the photo zoomed in on the first crime scene, a safe room door with a small, turquoise chalk spiral marked dead center. “What’s new is this. At each site, the perpetrator left a signature. It’s a petroglyph, locally known as the eye of the navigator.”

The city attorneys peered at the screen, unimpressed.

Leilani pressed on. “The symbol predates Western contact by centuries, but it’s not something you’d see on tourist T-shirts. Our working theory is that the thief is kamaʻāina or has access to someone with specialized knowledge.”

The PR chief snorted. “A homegrown cat burglar. That’s what we’re going with?”

Leilani fixed him with a stare. “It’s better than blaming it on outside agitators just because it fits a headline.”

Assistant Chief Mori cut in, her voice flat as poured concrete. “Detective, the Board of Tourism is blowing up my inbox. They want someone in handcuffs by the end of the week. Are you close?”

“I’ve got a person of interest,” said Leilani, “But nothing we can take to a judge. The suspect wore gloves, avoided cameras, and spoofed the RFID system at all three resorts. Each time, they left behind part of a jammer device and used a different method to defeat the safe.”

“So not a single amateur,” the Chief of Ds said. He leaned forward, finally pocketing his phone. “That’s the part that worries me.”

Leilani’s jaw tightened. “They’re good. But they’re also sending a message, Chief. These marks,” she gestured at the petroglyph. “They’re not signatures. They’re taunts.”

“And you’re sure it’s not a prank?” asked one attorney, who hadn’t bothered to introduce himself. “Some kid with a TikTok channel?”

“If it is, he’s the next Houdini,” Leilani said, unable to keep the irritation from her voice. “We’ve matched fiberoptic fragments from each scene, and all point to custom builds. This guy is an engineer moonlighting as a thief, or vice versa.”

The Chief resumed drumming, the tempo up a notch. “So, what do you need?”

“I need a couple more bodies to canvass resort staff and run background on current employees, especially recent hires and maintenance contractors. I also want to bring in a cultural consultant. The glyph is accurate, but the style is off. I think we’re dealing with someone who’s learned enough to fake being authentic.”

The PR chief objected, but the Chief shot him a look that shut him up. “Fine. You can have two from Vice and a language expert from the University pool, but keep it off overtime. The last thing I need is a cost overrun for a glorified art project.”

“Understood, Chief.”

The city attorneys scribbled a note and said. “Have you notified the FBI?”

“They’re looped in,” said Leilani. “So far, nothing crosses state lines. We can handle it.”

“Can we?” said the Chief of Ds. He pushed back his chair, the wheels squealing in protest. “These resorts pump millions into our economy every month, Detective. If the tourism board thinks HPD can’t protect their assets, I’ll be taking phone calls from the Governor, and the mayor. I need this wrapped up yesterday.”

Leilani nodded once. She kept her posture squared, refusing to let her frustration show. “Okay, I’ll get you a suspect by Friday.”

“Good.” The Chief of Ds stood. “Dismissed.”

The attorneys and the PR chief made a beeline for the door. Mori lingered, hands behind her back.

“You’ve got instincts, Kealoha,” Mori said, low enough so she could hear. “Don’t let the old guard wear them out of you.”

Leilani let the compliment hang, wary it might be bait. “Thanks, ma’am.”

“Anything you don’t want in the official record?” asked Mori, eyes sharp.

Leilani thought about the chalk, the feeling that the marks were less about pride and more about misdirection. She shook her head. “Not yet. I’ll let you know.”

Mori smiled a sliver’s worth and followed the others.

The conference room was cold and empty, stripped of all its institutional menace now that the show was over. Leilani packed her files back into the folder and took a long breath through her nose, trying to calm the fluttering in her chest. She’d fought for years to earn these moments of autonomy, coming to realize the leash was longer, but no less tight.

On the way out, she paused at the window, looking down at the city below. Morning traffic crawled along Beretania, punctuated by blue rental mopeds and the stray skateboarder weaving through. The sunlight struck the ocean in the far distance, turning it into a slick, dazzling sheet. It almost made you forget the predators that swam beneath.

Leilani pressed her forehead to the glass, willing the weight on her shoulders to ease. It didn’t. Not even a little.

Leilani drove east along King Street until the buildings shrank and the trees grew fat with rain. Her mother’s house, pale blue with a rusting tin roof and ginger plants crowding the porch, always looked like it was about to be reclaimed by the jungle. The driveway was choked with weeds. The mailbox was a coconut, carved with the family name in block letters: KEALOHA.

She knocked once, twice, and stepped in, knowing the door would be unlocked and her mother somewhere within earshot.

“Kitchen,” called a voice from the back.

Leilani navigated the narrow hall, blinking at the clutter, wooden masks, baskets, a parade of framed hula portraits, all Naalei’s students, going back decades. The kitchen was its own world, a fog of ginger and brewing oolong, sunlight dappling the counter through battered louver windows. Her mother stood at the stove, stirring a chipped pot, her back as straight as a flagpole and her hair bundled in a fist of gray.

“Didn’t think you’d come so soon,” said Naalei, without turning.

“You called me,” Leilani said, setting the folder of photos on the table.

“I called you last week,” said her mother, pulling down a tin of honey from the cupboard. “Today, you come because you need something.”

Leilani grinned, conceding the point. “I always need something.”

She grabbed a seat, letting her shoulder slump. Naalei’s house did that. It peeled off her cop armor and left the girl underneath, all hunger, and opinions. The table was set for two, as if her mother had been expecting her at this very moment, which, of course she had.

Naalei ladled tea into two mugs, one branded with the Kamehameha School logo, the other a souvenir from a Vegas buffet. She slid the Vegas cup to Leilani, wiped her hands on the hem of her dress and sat across from her.

“Let me see.”

Leilani spread the photos, the spiral glyph front and center. She slid a magnified shot across the wood grain.

Naalei held the photo close, narrowing her eyes until the lines blurred. “I know this one. It’s the eye of the navigator. They say it guides the lost, warns the greedy.”

“Or taunts the stubborn,” Leilani said, sipping her tea.

Her mother didn’t smile, but her eyes crinkled. “It’s old, but this,” she tapped the photo, “is new. Whoever did this has seen the real thing, but their hands are too clean. It’s copied, not lived.”

“I thought you might say that,” said Leilani.

She leaned back, arms folded. “In the stories, the eye belongs to the trickster. Maui, or sometimes the mo’o, lizard spirits, who steal things to hide them again.”

“Sounds about right,” Leilani muttered.

Naalei studied her daughter over the rim of her mug. “They left it on purpose.”

Leilani nodded. “Three times. Three different resorts, all in the same two weeks.”

“It’s not for you. It’s for someone watching.”

Leilani’s mouth twitched. “Who?”

But Naalei had moved on, shuffling to the pantry. She emerged with a small dish, poured salt and a splash of rum, and set it next to the photo.

Leilani groaned. “Ma, not the rituals.”

Her mother ignored her, dusting the rim of the dish with a pinch of turmeric and saying a quiet chant under her breath. When she finished, she placed both hands on the table, palms flat.

“Traditions matter,” Naalei said. “But they are not toys. This thief uses your ancestors’ marks like a mask at Halloween. Don’t give them power they don’t deserve.”

Leilani poked at the dish. “You think it’s a smokescreen?”

“I think it’s a costume,” said Naalei. “And not a very good one. But a bad actor can stir up trouble if the audience is foolish.”

Leilani watched her mother’s face for a long moment. “You ever see anything like this before?”

“In the old days, yes. It was always about land, or family honor. Sometimes both. But this? It smells of money.”

Leilani thought about the Chief of Ds, the resorts, the urgent phone calls and the threat to the local economy. “Yeah,” she said. “It smells like money to me, too.”

Her mother took her hand, surprising her. The grip was warm and dry and impossibly strong.

“You will catch them,” said Naalei, as if reciting a prophecy. “Don’t chase shadows. Chase the person behind them.”

Leilani let the words settle. Outside, a couple of mynah birds bickered in the breadfruit tree. Inside, her mother poured more tea. She rummaged in the fridge for papaya halves dusted with lime and chili salt.

As they ate, Leilani filled her mother in on the other details: the safe room, the missing jewelry, the tampered cameras. Her mother listened, saying little. Shaking her head at the right moments and asked for more details at the end.

“So,” said Naalei. “Who do you trust to help you?”

Leilani answered without thinking. “Nobody yet. Possibly the new assistant chief. But the rest, they want an answer that fits in a press release.”

Her mother raised a papaya slice. “Trust yourself. Your father always said you were the most stubborn of all his children. Prove him right.”

Leilani laughed, and the tension in her shoulders vanished. She finished her tea, wiped her mouth, and gathered up the photos. “I’ll be back when I have more.”

“Bring your son next time,” Naalei said, already loading dishes into the sink. “He needs to learn who he is.”

“I’ll try,” said Leilani, and meant it.

She kissed her mother on the forehead, gathered her evidence, and stepped back into the humid green world. The driveway still overflowed with weeds. The coconut mailbox was still listing, but as she walked by, she noticed the fresh flowers tucked into the top.

She smiled. No matter how hard she tried to outrun her legacy, it always waited at home.

She slipped into her city issued Explorer and pulled onto the road, her mind already churning through new angles, but her body relaxed in a way she hadn’t in weeks.

When she reached into her pocket, she found a small version of the spiral, carved on a stone. She laughed, wondering when her mother had placed it there.

Pickup time at Kahala Elementary was organized chaos. Soccer balls arced across the blacktop, teachers herded loose children like wrangling cats, and the curbside buzzed with parents double-parked and calling names out of car windows. Leilani sipped an iced coffee she didn’t remember buying, squinting at the swarm until she spotted Kai, last out the door, shirt untucked, hair already coming loose from his morning bun.

He jogged with the loping enthusiasm of someone who trusted the ground to rise and meet him. His backpack, patched with Star Wars and Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson, bounced like a buoy in a hurricane. He scanned the sidewalk, saw her, and launched into a sprint.

“Mom!” he hollered, skidding to a stop so close he fogged the passenger window.

She popped the lock. “Hey, Detective Kai.”

He slid in, dropping his bag on the floorboards with a heavy thunk. He wore his case face, eyebrows furrowed, lips pursed as he unzipped the front pocket and produced a spiral notebook.

“You didn’t answer your phone,” he said, flipping to a dog-eared page. “There was an incident.”

She put the car in gear, easing into the queue of departing parents. “What kind of incident?”

“Suspicious disappearance. Mr. Chang’s lunch box went missing during recess. No one saw anything. He says it was a bento with those little octopus hot dogs, and he’s super bummed.”

She nodded, feigning gravity. “An inside job.”

“That’s what I said.” He glanced at his notebook, where he’d diagrammed the playground in painstaking detail. “I already questioned Aiden and Jasmine, but they had alibis. I think it was probably Chloe, because she had mustard stains on her hands.”

Leilani grinned. “But you don’t have hard evidence.”

“Not yet.” Kai’s face clouded. “But I will.”

She reached over, ruffled his hair, and watched the worry fade from his eyes. He leaned into the contact.

“Did you catch any bad guys today?” he asked, notebook poised for notes.

“Not yet,” she said. “But I’m getting close. The thief left a clue. A drawing.”

His eyes lit up. “Like a riddle?”

She nodded. “Kind of. A spiral. It’s an old symbol; could be a warning or possibly a trick.”

Kai mulled this over, doodling a spiral in the margin. “Did you dust for fingerprints?”

“We tried,” said Leilani, “but they wore gloves.”

He looked deeply disappointed. “That’s not fair.”

“Criminals rarely play fair, Kai.”

He absorbed this with a long, solemn nod, before changing tactics. “Can I see your badge?”

She glanced around, checked her mirrors, and pulled it from her belt. She held it up, glinting in the late sun. Kai studied it with reverence, before he set about examining the micro-etchings on the edges.

“Do all detectives have the same badge?”

“Mostly,” she said. “But each has a number. Mine is 1068.”

“Is that your secret code?”

“In a way,” said Leilani. “If you memorize the numbers, you’ll always know who you can trust.”

He liked this logic and jotted something in his book. They rode in companionable silence, the air heavy with the scent of miso soup from Kai’s thermos and the faint, lingering ginger from her mother’s kitchen.

At the next stoplight, Kai piped up. “How do you know when someone’s lying?”

She considered the question. “Most liars look away. The best ones look you right in the eye, but they can’t keep the details straight.”

Kai mulled it over. “So you ask a lot of questions?”

“All the time,” she said. “Sometimes it’s not the answer that gives it away, but how fast they want to move on.”

Kai leaned his forehead against the glass, watching a father struggle with an armful of soccer gear and a screaming toddler. “You think I’d be a good detective?”

“You’re already better than most of the guys at my station,” said Leilani, deadpan. “But don’t tell them I said that.”

He laughed, leaned back and closed his eyes. “I’m going to solve the lunchbox case before Monday.”

“I know you will.”

At the next light, Kai’s hand found hers, a quick squeeze before he let go and rummaged in his bag for homework. She felt the pressure in her chest, different from the weight at work, more like a small warm stone. It surprised her every time.

“Mom?” he said, halfway to sleep. “If you catch your thief, can I help interrogate them?”

She smiled, turning onto their street. “You can watch. But you have to promise not to correct my technique.”

He gave a sleepy laugh, then drifted off, head lolling with each bump in the road.

As Leilani pulled into the driveway, she let the day’s tensions flatten out. Her phone buzzed with a message from her tech unit, more lab results, probably nothing new, but for once, she let it wait.

She turned off the Explorer, letting the quiet settle.

For the first time in days, she wasn’t alone.
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Chapter Three
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Federal Interference

The Makai Grand Hotel took luxury to cartoonish extremes, from the gilded portico that arched like a cathedral to the valet team in matching lavender shirts, each ready to bow like a samurai at the drop of a parking stub. Leilani pulled into the loading zone, her battered Explorer setting off car alarms as it slotted between two electric blue Teslas. The doorman opened her door before she could kick it. He stood back, eyes professionally blank but tracking the dust on her boots.

She left the engine running and strode straight into the lobby. The AC hit like a slap, blasting her in the face with scented air, plumeria, ocean, something chemical lurking under the surface. A waterfall tumbled down three stories of polished basalt. Koi, the size of subway sandwiches, paddled in a pond circled by nervous tech execs and tanned influencers pretending to ignore the swirl of uniformed officers blocking the main hallway.

This was the big leagues. Which meant, she should have guessed, feds.

Her stomach tightened as she clocked the tall silhouette in the center of the scene. The man wore a crisp, dove-gray suit, his tie the same blue as the police helicopter. He moved with a velocity that said I’ve never missed a flight in my life, all direct lines and precise, economical steps. HPD’s finest orbited him like moons around an exoplanet.

She drifted up behind the closest patrol, who tried and failed to mask a grimace of recognition. “Detective Kealoha,” the cop said, handing her a sanitized evidence bag with a practiced flick. “They told me to send you to the scene lead.”

She arched an eyebrow. “You mean the guy with the federal hair?”

He bit the inside of his cheek and nodded. “He’s already gone over everything twice.”

“Figures,” she said, already moving.

She took a moment to case the perimeter. The lobby floor was cordoned off with velvet rope and a single narrow strip of crime scene tape. She noticed the forensic team in the back, their movements crisp, efficient, but subdued. There was a whiff of nervousness in the air, a sense of big brother watching. The hotel staff, usually world champions of calm, stood rigid and wide-eyed behind the front desk.

The safe room, she’d been told, was on the second floor, admin wing, halfway between the spa and the executive conference suite. The elevator had its own concierge, who checked her badge, offered a pressed handkerchief in case she was too warm, and pointed her to the right corridor. Leilani took the stairs, unwilling to let her brain cool down.

At the end of the marble hall, two HPD officers stood guard over a glass door etched with a stylized wave. Through the panel she could see him, Special Agent Isaac Torres, already mid-conversation with a woman in a Chanel skirt suit. He was tall and sharp-angled, every detail down to his shoes purebred and spit-polished.

He turned as she entered, and for a heartbeat, his face registered surprise, and defaulted to charming neutrality. He extended a hand.

“Detective Kealoha,” he said.

“Special Agent Torres.” She shook his hand. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d check up on my favorite HPD detective.”

Leilani laughed. “Sure you were. No, really. What’s going on?” she asked.

The hotel manager hovered by the doorway, clutching a tablet and radiating stress. She kept glancing from Torres to Leilani, as if waiting for one to devour the other.

Torres gestured at the carnage in the safe room, and afterward at the woman in the Chanel suit, who was making a rapid tally of empty velvet boxes and silk bags with a sort of surgical detachment.

“Detective,” Torres said. “The Bureau has reason to believe this isn’t a standalone.”

She looked past him into the room. It was less of a safe and more of a bank vault, floor-to-ceiling stainless, digital control panel, palm scanner, and a backup generator on a shelf. The contents, or what was left, were scattered in concentric rings like someone had detonated a jewelry grenade. It was, in its own way, beautiful.

“So, you read my case notes?” Leilani said, giving him a sideways glance.

Torres took the bait, but his smile didn’t waver. “We were hoping you’d brief us in person. And maybe explain this.” 

He held up his phone, showing a picture of the spiral drawn on the marble floor. She stared at his phone. The image was different, and her throat caught.

She couldn’t help it; her face tightened. The mark was bigger than before, and this time the lines doubled back, as if the artist had changed their mind mid-stroke. At the center, a tiny dot circled in red pen. Forensics had already gone to town.

“Did the Chief of Ds call you in?” she asked. “Or did your people want a vacation on the government dime?”

Torres put up both palms. “Not my call, Detective. But the Bureau’s white-collar unit is interested because of certain, let’s say, financial irregularities. Two guests at the hotel are under observation for international wire fraud. Both had assets in this safe room.”

“Lucky for them, the thief got here first,” Leilani said.

“Or unlucky,” Torres replied. “We think it may be a message.”

She stepped into the room, careful not to touch anything. The usual trace of latex was overpowered by the sweet scent of mango disinfectant. She scanned the surfaces, her eyes moving faster than her feet. Every drawer was open, every cubby rifled, but there was no sign of forced entry, and the electronic lock blinked a friendly green.

She crouched, letting her gaze drift to the edges. The pattern on the marble was too clean, too practiced, as if someone had rehearsed it in advance. She took out her phone and snapped a series of high-res shots.

Torres stood behind her, not looming, but always in her periphery. “You have a theory?”

“Too early,” she said. “But this is different from the others. Cleaner. More time spent on the mark. And.” She trailed off, fished a latex glove from her pocket, and ran a finger along the outer spiral. There, tucked in the crook of the symbol, was a tiny nick in the marble. Not deep, but intentional.

She pointed. “Our guy’s escalating. Or getting more confident.”

Torres followed her finger, then pulled out a pad and made a note. “Appreciate the eye, Detective.”

She rose, stripped off the glove. “Who’s in charge of the evidence chain?”

Torres ticked his pen towards the Chanel suit, who turned at once and introduced herself as the Bureau’s local forensic lead. They did the usual dance, names, business cards, who had what authority and when. Leilani recognized a stone wall when she saw one. She made a circuit through the room with the forensic lead, pointing out items she wanted collected and catalogued. She turned, but didn’t see Isaac anywhere.
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