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Chapter One
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A New Wave of Crime

Waikiki Beach looked like it had survived a very polite hurricane. Tourists in mirrored sunglasses clustered behind lines of yellow tape, craning their necks for a better view. Two officers in dark blue tried in vain to herd them back, but each time one group retreated, three others edged forward, drawn by the promise of drama on their vacation. A woman in a neon pink tankini sobbed into her phone. Kids gathered shells from footprints left by tactical boots. Somewhere, the faint sound of a ukulele drifted over the sirens.

Detective Leilani Kealoha parked her battered city Explorer in the spot that wasn’t sand and locked it out of reflex. The salt in the air made her T-shirt stick to her skin. She ran a hand through her long black hair, twisted it into a bun, and slid on her mirrored aviators. Her eyes flicked over the scene, and she absorbed the information the way a local absorbs the ocean, without thinking.

The armored car sat canted on the bike path, its nose deep in ornamental grass, and its wheels dug into churned-up sand. Its doors yawned open, twisted in a way that suggested explosives, but not a hint of fire. Leilani noted the precise angles, the clean seams where the metal had peeled. This wasn’t some back-alley meth job; this was surgical. There were two armored guards on the curb, both breathing but pale, their shirts speckled with sweat. An EMT hovered over one with a blood pressure cuff. The other cradled his own wrist and blinked at the blue sky as if expecting it to explain things.

Leilani walked through the perimeter, ignoring the officer waving her towards the press tent. She ducked under the tape, sidestepping an overturned beach umbrella, and greeted the patrol sergeant with a nod. He looked like he hadn’t slept since the last luau.

“Morning, Sarge,” she said.

He grunted, eyes narrowed at the chaos beyond the cordon. “You picked a good one, Lei.”

She smiled. “You know I like the classics.” She scanned the armored car. “So, what’s the story?”

Sarge shrugged. “It’s got style. They waited for the pickup at 10:00, but the truck never showed up at the scheduled hotel. Instead, it was rerouted here to the beachfront. The company says it was an internal call, but their dispatcher swears nobody put it in. Five minutes after arrival, boom. Guards out cold, driver tased. And the haul.” He shook his head. “Clean. Not a dime left.”

Leilani scanned the path. There were empty money bags in a neat row by the car, as if someone had left them out for the trash. No sign of a firefight, no spent shells, no blood except for the superficial scrapes on the guards. “Any witnesses?”

“A couple. Nobody got a plate, but they say three guys in black masks, moving like they had rehearsed it. Out in sixty seconds. They left behind the uniforms.” He held up three clear evidence bags. Inside each was a folded black jumpsuit. “This is the third hit in two months. Looking like more than a coincidence.”

Leilani picked up one bag and flipped it over. The material was thick. “The other two, any connection?”

“Different carriers, different districts. Same style. Fast, clean, smart.”

She grunted. “Yeah, it’s a classic.” She set the suit down and stepped away, walking the crime scene with slow, deliberate steps. The sand was hot through her shoes. Forensic markers stood in the footprints of the thieves, marching toward the parking lot.

She followed them, eyes trained on the chaos around her, but her mind was looking for patterns. Near the pale blue wall of a hotel’s pool cabana, she stopped. Something black and inky sprawled across the pastel stucco.

A spiral six inches across, spray-painted with a confidence that made her scalp prickle.

Leilani crouched, the world narrowing to the glossy swirl of paint. It was a perfect curve, almost hypnotic. She reached out, stopping an inch away, feeling the faint chemical heat still rising from the paint.

She’d seen that symbol before. It was drawn at the four resorts that had been robbed. All high-end jewelry. The second time was at a casino that got hit for fifteen million dollars during a poker tournament. Both cases were solved but not closed. They were the work of crews set up by the Mastermind. An elusive criminal who was combining crime and ancient Hawaiian culture. And so far, he hadn’t been caught.

Her stomach tightened. She stood, snapped a photo on her phone, and again with her work-issue digital camera. Two shots for insurance. She lingered, tracing the spiral with her eyes, forcing herself not to get lost in the what-ifs and whys. This was not the time.

A junior officer hovered, uncertain whether he should interrupt. “Detective? They’re asking for you at the truck.”

She nodded and tucked her phone away. “I’m coming.” As she turned, she let her hand rest for a heartbeat over the spiral, not touching but close enough to feel the arrogance in it.

The armored car was a few yards away, sunlight bouncing off its dented flank. She ducked under the open back door and avoided stepping in the powder they’d used to dust for prints. The inside was bare, the money shelves stripped down to metal ribs. She imagined the crew, fast hands, gloved, counting seconds as they moved. She pictured their boots tracking sand and sweat and the reek of bad aftershave. The spiral was for her; she was sure of it. Or not her, but anyone who could read the signs.

She kneeled near the driver’s seat, the upholstery still warm from the sun. She ran a finger over the console, looking for residue. A smear of something gritty, ash, or beach dust. She collected it in a plastic vial and labeled it. She returned to the curb to study the guards. The EMT looked up as she approached.

“Both stable. Shock, possible mild concussion. No lasting damage.”

“Can I talk to them?” she asked.

He hesitated and stepped back. “The one with the wrist, he’s lucid.”

Leilani crouched, catching the man’s eye. “Do you remember anything?” Her tone was soft but precise, the kind that got people to listen.

He nodded and winced. “There was a noise, a hiss. My partner dropped first—” He faltered, eyes glassy. “They were already inside. It was like they appeared out of nowhere. One of them had, like a wand? Black, with a needle on the end. I felt the prick, followed by nothing.”

“Taser or dart. Did you see faces?”

He shook his head. “They all wore masks. They didn’t talk.”

“How much were you carrying?” she asked.

“We were carrying two point five million. We made one stop before we got hit, so reduce that amount by one hundred fifty grand,” said the guard.

She thought about that. No words, no names. Intention and a big payday. It fit the pattern.

She thanked him and stood, watching as the paramedics led him away. Her mind worked through the possibilities, rejecting the simple ones. This wasn’t about the money, not really. Not with this kind of showmanship.

She walked to the spiral, pulling her phone out as she did. She zoomed in on the photo, blowing it up until the pixels bled together. There was a single dot at the center of the spiral, almost invisible, but perfect. Deliberate.

Leilani let herself exhale. The city would call it another heist, another black eye for the banks. But for her, it was more than that. It was a message, and it was personal.

She thumbed through her contacts, hovering over a number she hadn’t called in months. She forced her breath to slow. Not yet. Not until she had more.

Instead, she returned to the perimeter, snapped more photos, made notes, and asked the questions that made people uneasy. All the while, the spiral lingered behind her eyes, pulling at memories she’d spent months trying to smother.

By the time the scene cleared, the sun had started its slow drift toward the horizon. The beach was already reclaiming its territory; kids building sandcastles near the tire ruts, lovers posing for selfies in the golden light, and the ukulele player singing about happy hours and rainbows.

Leilani watched them, wondering how many had noticed the darkness that had swept through their paradise this morning. Wondering how many would care. She stepped over the crime scene tape one last time, the echo of the spiral tugging her forward, and drove off into the heat shimmer, the case file already unfolding in her mind.

By the time Detective Kealoha returned to the tape line, the media had sniffed blood. She stepped through the cordon, sidestepping a swarm of microphones and cell phones. The press was like pufferfish: all noise and bright color, easy to ignore but liable to poison the unwary.

The junior officer who’d hovered earlier hustled to her side, eager for direction. “We’ve got a witness, Detective. Two big ones. The tourist saw everything, and the hot dog guy says he caught the start of it.” He fumbled with the clipboard. “You want statements?”

“Get their information and write everything they say. I’ll record their statements as well. I want to hear it raw,” Leilani said. The officer nodded, running off like a loyal retriever.

Leilani rolled her neck and popped her jaw. The adrenaline from the spiral souring her insides. It would take more than hot coffee to fix that. She headed for the palm-shaded tables where the witnesses waited, hemmed in by tape and an officer with a look of terminal boredom.

First up was the tourist. He was as easy to spot as a cruise ship in the harbor. Sunburned, six- foot -four, and wrapped in a button-down shirt covered in pineapples and leering hula girls. His name tag (from some self-important corporate retreat) was still pinned to his chest. He looked up at her with watery eyes.

Leilani offered a steady smile. “Hey there. I’m Detective Kealoha. Mind if we talk for a minute?”

He tried to stand but gave up halfway. “Please. My wife’s at the hotel. I want to get back.” He kept wringing his hands as if trying to strangle the fear out of his fingers.

“Take your time,” she said, sitting across from him. “Just tell me what you saw.”

He sucked in a breath. “I was walking here; my wife walked to the hotel. She had a stomachache from eating too much shrimp. That’s when I saw the truck pull up. I wondered why they were stopping at the beach. There are no stores or anything, and I doubted the hot dog guy needed an armored car delivery. A black pickup truck pulled up, and these guys, three, four, it all happened so fast, they ran up. They moved like I don’t know, like soldiers?”

“Like they rehearsed it,” Leilani said, prompting.

He nodded furiously. “Exactly. They knew where to go, where to look. I tried to shout, but nobody else noticed until the bang.”

Leilani leaned forward. “The bang?”

The tourist bobbed his head. “Yeah, like fireworks. Not huge, but loud. Something popped behind us, near the snack stands. Everyone turned to look, and.” He snapped his fingers. “Those men were already inside the truck. One of them had a gun, I think. I mean, it could’ve been a toy, but he waved it around and everyone hit the sand.”

Leilani kept her voice level. “Did they say anything?”

His face was blank. “No. Not one word. I thought it was a joke, a show, but it wasn’t. They emptied the truck, got into a black pickup, and—” He gestured helplessly. “Gone. Vanished.”

She nodded, jotting the essentials into her notebook. “Did you catch the license plate?”

He shook his head, cheeks flushing with shame. “Sorry. I was too busy looking at the sand.”

“Don’t worry about it.” She softened her voice, before switching tactics. “What about the pickup? Anything unusual?”

“Shiny. Really clean. Like they’d washed it.”

Leilani made a note. “Thank you. You did great.” She slid him a business card. “If you remember anything else, please call me. This officer is going to have you read your statement and sign it, and thanks again.”

She moved to the next witness, a local vendor with skin the color of rich coffee and hands stained from a lifetime of handling hot dogs and sticky rice. His nametag read KELO, and he gave Leilani a grin with one gold tooth gleaming.

“Detective,” he said, in the tone of someone who’d seen a dozen dead bodies and half as many carjackings. “You want the entire story or the highlights?”

“The facts,” she replied, settling in.

Kelo obliged. “I was prepping for the lunch rush. Next thing, boom, a little firecracker, nothing major. Enough to make tourists duck and scatter. I look up and see three men in black jumpsuits sprinting towards the armored truck. They didn’t waste time. The first guy covers the guards, the second and third pop the doors. They toss bags like they’re tossing poi, all in sync.”

Leilani asked, “You said they tossed bags?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Not money, at least not at first. Looked like they were after something specific.” He shrugged. “Money came last.”

That was new. “You sure?”

“I’ve seen plenty of idiots go after cash before,” Kelo said, “but these guys, they didn’t care about the coin bags, throwing those in the black pickup. A Ford F-150. Pretty new. The odd thing is that it didn’t have any plates. They grabbed the cash first.”

She scribbled a note. “Thanks, Kelo. Anything else stand out?”

He shrugged. “Nah. Unless you want to know who’s got the best spam musubi on the block.”

She allowed herself a half-smile. “Rain check. I’m going to have one of these officers take your statement and have you sign it. You can keep working until they can get over here.” 

She shook his hand and walked to the scene, replaying both interviews in her head. The pattern held. Military precision, efficient violence and a knack for timing. But they were looking for something other than cash. She would need to check with the company and find out what else was in the truck besides the money?

She strode to the path where the pickup had parked. The sand bore two deep ruts, cleanly spaced. No tire marks on the pavement, too smart for that. But in the sand, faint tread patterns overlapped with the waffle print of a thousand tourist flip-flops.

She crouched, the world shrinking to three feet of packed sand. Her phone camera snapped shots from every angle, while her fingers teased a piece of the metal free from a clump of dried mud. She tucked it into an evidence bag, eyes scanning for more. She spotted a fleck of blue paint clinging to a grain of sand, probably from the armored truck, but worth bagging anyway.

Behind her, the junior officer returned. “Detective? Sarge wants to know if you’re done. They want to move the crowd.”

She looked up. “Hold the line for another ten minutes.” She pointed at the sand. “Get forensics over here and have them comb this patch. Nothing gets stepped on, understood?”

He nodded. “Detective? What do you think, these guys, the ones that hit the truck? Is it them again?”

Leilani didn’t answer right away. She brushed the sand from her knees, stood, and looked past the police tape to the line of hotels and the endless blue of the Pacific. “You ever hear of the Ouroboros?”

The officer blinked. “What?”

She pointed back at the spiral painted on the wall. “That symbol. It’s an ouroboros, means something that feeds on itself. Comes back over and over.”

He nodded, not really following.

She almost smiled. “It’s them. Get forensics on the tire marks. Pronto.”

The officer jogged away, and Leilani turned her attention to the evidence in her hands. The pattern was clear, and yet the department would say she was making leaps. She let herself stare at the spiral, and sensed the old anxiety twisting in her gut. She knew she was right.

The scene was already winding down. Tourists checked their phones for dinner reservations, the beach boys called to each other about surf conditions, and a line of garbage trucks crawled along the access road, prepping for their nightly run. In Honolulu, nothing stopped for long.

Leilani bagged the last piece of evidence, recorded her notes, and stepped back. She considered calling her mother to hear a voice from before things got complicated. But work came first. It always did.

She let her face relax as she gazed at the ocean, the rolling blues and greens, the waves pulling at the shore and let go again. It never changed. Neither did people like the Mastermind. She walked the perimeter, determination steeled by habit and by hope. She walked to the water, her calm place.

Waikiki’s beach was still warm, the late sun leaving every object coated in honey. The evidence team loaded their last bags into the van, but the line of police tape stood like a bright boundary between the messy facts of the morning and the curated beauty of the world beyond. Detective Kealoha paced to the water’s edge, rolling her shoulders. She dug her toes into the sand, phone out and thumb poised, and dialed the number she’d memorized months before.

The phone rang once.

“Torres,” the voice came, sharp and clipped over digital static.

“It’s Leilani,” she said, watching the water smooth out over the reef. “Are you sitting down?”

A soft snort. “Is this about your armored car?”

She cracked a smile. “That, and the spiral they left on a public restroom wall. Same as the Kaka‘ako job and the Kalihi van. This time, the target was the vault compartment. Must have been something of value. They took all the cash and coins. In and out, less than sixty seconds.”

Isaac Torres was with the FBI. He was brought in last year on a joint task force for what they called exotics, the sort of crimes that didn’t fit the usual criminal mold. He was smart, careful, and way too good-looking for someone who wore a polyester badge. Sometimes, he was the one person in the Bureau who listened to her theories. Sometimes, that was worse.

“Tell me you got a print,” he said, not quite daring to hope.

“No prints,” she said. “They wore gloves. But we have tire tracks, a pickup, a newer model Ford, no plates, and a witness who says they ran a diversion at the food carts. Same playbook as before. They’re learning, Isaac. They’re getting better.”

He was quiet, with the hiss of background noise on the line. “And the symbol?”

“Perfect spiral, fresh paint. The center dot is new. I think it’s deliberate.”

“You’re sure it’s them,” he said.

“I’d bet my badge on it,” Leilani replied, and found she meant it. “This wasn’t a heist for the money. Not only the money, anyway. They headed straight for the safe, cleaned out everything and left the guards breathing. This was surgical. This is a message.”

She listened to him breathe, a measured inhale. “The Mastermind?”

“Either he’s back,” Leilani said, “or someone’s learned his tricks.”

“Do you want me to come down?” Torres asked.

She looked out at the horizon, where a paddleboarder traced lazy arcs in the water. “Yes,” she said. “We’ll need the manpower, and the locals are already spooked.”

He hesitated. “You okay, Lei?”

She squinted into the sun, watching the reflected glint off the high-rise windows. “I’m good. Tired of chasing my tail. You’ll be at the airport by nightfall?”

“I’m on the next flight out,” he promised. “We’ll crack it, Leilani. Don’t lose sleep yet.”

She ended the call and let the phone hang at her side. She let herself exhale. For a minute, the waves drowned out the noise in her head. Torres had finally accepted a mainland promotion after he realized Leilani was married to her job. She liked the attention, but she understood she didn’t need anyone in her life right now, and she was good with that. She had been sad to see him leave, but since he had gotten shot twice while working with her, she thought he might have needed the break.

The world behind her kept spinning. Children ran, oblivious, into the surf. A couple in matching aloha shirts kissed under the banyan tree, totally unaware that the concrete still stank of ammonium nitrate and fear. Crime scene tape fluttered in the breeze, barely holding back the tide of vacationers.

Detective Kealoha tucked her phone away and squared her shoulders. She strode up the beach, back toward the spiral, back into the chaos that never quite left this island. The pastel wall glimmered with fresh paint. The spiral was there, black and perfect, and waiting for her.

She bared her teeth in a quick, fierce grin. Paradise didn’t get to keep its secrets, not while she was watching.
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Chapter Two
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Family Tensions

The first sign of trouble was the light. A thin band of gold spilled under Kai’s bedroom door, flat and unwavering, cutting a line across the faded wood floors. It was nearly nine p.m. and the house was dark, the way Leilani preferred it after a day like this. She’d expected silence, a humming fridge, the lonesome slap of palm leaves on the roof, or her mother’s snores from the back room. But here was her son’s defiant lamp, holding vigil against the black while her mother banged around in the kitchen.

Leilani locked up behind herself, triple-checking the bolt before sliding her badge and keys into the shallow dish on the sideboard. She peeled off her department windbreaker, its armpits salt-stained and reeking of adrenaline, and left it to wilt over the back of the couch. She ignored her stomach’s reminder, filled a glass of water, kissed her mom on the cheek and padded down the hallway, bare feet silent on the battered planks.

She stood outside Kai’s door for a long beat, listening. He was supposed to be asleep; the morning would come early, and ten-year-olds needed sleep the way surfers needed waves. She heard no video game beeps, and no whispered narration of the Pokémon saga. Just the faint, steady rustle of paper.

She nudged the door open. “Detective Junior,” she said, voice at half volume.

Kai startled, glancing over his shoulder. His face glowed with both the lamp and a wild energy that made him look like he’d been electrocuted by his own imagination. His hair, still damp from his bedtime shower, spiked in all directions. He wore his favorite board shorts and a T-shirt two sizes too big; the collar stretched from being pulled over his head in a hurry.

He grinned at her slyly. “Hey, Mom. I’m, uh, working on something.”

“I see that.” She stepped inside, and her mouth went dry.

The wall above Kai’s desk had been transformed. Last week it was plastered with surfer stickers, vintage Marvel comics, and one picture of Kai wiping out at the beach. Tonight, it looked like the operations tent of a small but ambitious intelligence agency.

Three maps of Oahu had been taped together; their surfaces stippled with marker dots and laced with red yarn. Newspaper clippings, the heist at the Bishop Museum, the jewelry store smash-and-grab, and today’s armored car robbery, were thumbtacked in overlapping sequence. Between them, Kai had scrawled notes in green Sharpie, some legible (“suspects look same = team???”), others written in the cryptic shorthand of a ten-year-old prodigy (“X marks = clue?” “Waikiki hit #3—order?”). A printout from the Honolulu Police Department’s public page had a big circle around the word SPIRAL, underlined twice. A tiny Post-It near the edge read. “If they never get caught, are they the good guys?”

Kai turned back to his desk, which was littered with a scatter of crime scene photos (badly photocopied from the internet), a police scanner borrowed from Leilani’s gear bag, and a half-empty box of sour gummy worms. He was cross-referencing something in his notebook and didn’t notice her move closer, eyes scanning the wall.

Leilani didn’t say anything. She was going to say, this is too much, or why don’t you draw superheroes, or I love you, but the words caught in her throat, a fishhook of pride tangled with something darker. She noted the crazy tangle of clues, at her son’s wiry frame hunched in the glow, and sensed a chill she didn’t like.

Kai finally glanced up, and the grin returned. “Did you catch the robbers yet?” he asked, like she might have bagged them and brought them home in a doggie bag.

She snorted, the tension breaking. “Not yet. They’re quick. The grown ups are having trouble keeping up.”

He straightened; his face flushed with excitement. “I think they’re using tunnels,” he said, voice low and conspiratorial. “There’re all these old lava tubes under the city. See?” He pointed to the maps, where he’d traced a crazy zig-zag of routes from Waikiki to Kaka‘ako. “If you rob a bank or a museum, you could get away without ever being on the street.”

Leilani crouched next to him, eye level now. “You think that’s how they did it?”

Kai nodded, solemn as a priest. “Also, they never hurt anybody. They’re careful.” He hesitated. “But that doesn’t mean they’re good. Right?”

She observed her son, his eager face, his eyes that always seemed to reflect a little more than they took in. “It means they’re smart,” she said. “And being smart is good if you use it to help people.” She hesitated, searched for the right lever to pull him back from the edge. “Detective work is hard. Sometimes, it’s not fun. It gets inside your head and makes everything else fuzzy.”

He wrinkled his nose. “I like the fuzzy. It’s like a puzzle, and I’m good at it.”

She felt the smile, though it didn’t make it all the way to her lips. “I know, kiddo.” She ruffled his hair. “But you need sleep to be smart. The best detectives need a break.”

Kai rolled his eyes but closed his notebooks anyway. “I’ll finish tomorrow. I already have two more ideas.”

“I believe it.” Leilani watched him, torn between wanting to erase all this and never wanting it to change. She pulled the rolling chair back and gestured for him to crawl into bed.

He did eventually, after lining up his pencil, his notebook and the scanner exactly where he could reach them the moment he woke. He burrowed under his sheet, leaving one leg sticking out like a buoy.

She switched off the desk lamp, hovering in the blue shadows. “You know, not all detectives have a wall this cool.”

He grinned, barely awake. “I bet the robbers have one, too.”

“Mom,” he said. “Nana said I can help at the hula booth at the cultural festival. Is that okay?”

She smiled and mussed his hair. “Alway’s Kai.”

Leilani closed the door most of the way, letting the glow from the hallway seep through. She wandered into the living room, with the ghost of a smile on her lips and something larger on her shoulders. She paused at the dinner table, looked at the sticky dish left for her, and finally took a bite.

The house was quiet again, but the line of light still glowed beneath Kai’s door, refusing to be snuffed out. She sipped her water, savoring the chill against her throat, and let herself hope that he’d always find answers to the puzzles he chased. Or, at the very least, that she could keep him out of the darkest parts of the maze.

At nine, their kitchen glowed with the promise of family. The overhead bulb cast everything in a buttery light, and the battered linoleum was still sticky from when Kai dropped a jar of honey last week. The table, scored with decades of knife marks and glitter-glue disasters, overflowed with plates. Food was Naalei Kealoha’s weapon of choice. A bubbling pan of chicken long rice, sticky purple taro and her famous lomi salmon, cold, and salty and alive with diced tomatoes. The air shimmered with ginger, garlic, and the warm, sweet rot of ripe papaya.

Naalei stood over the stove, arms folded under her generous chest, humming an old mele under her breath. She was short and round, her hair coiled into a silver bun, her expression equal parts tenderness and tactical awareness. Wearing her faded muumuu, she radiated authority, the kind that could hush a room with a single look.

Leilani sank into the chair facing the stove, fatigue leaking from every limb. She accepted a beer from her mother, cracked it, the cold fizz chilling her throat. “Thanks, Ma,” she said, voice rough.

Naalei shot her a look. “You look like you’ve been wrestling pigs all day.”

“Close enough,” Leilani said. “Is this the part where you interrogate me?”

Naalei set down a bowl of poi and sat beside her, resting a heavy hand on her shoulder. “You work hard,” she said, like a proverb. “Eat in peace.”

Leilani caught her mother’s eye, shared an unspoken conversation, something about genetics and curses and how family history always circled back around. Leilani scooped food onto her plate, watching her mother out of the corner of her eye. “Some crimes, they’re more than just the money,” she said. “Sometimes people are chasing something else.”

“Like what?” asked Naalei.

She shrugged. “Attention. Glory. Proving they’re smarter than everyone else.”

Naalei was quiet, processing. “But you’ll catch them, right?”

“That’s the job,” she said, changing the subject. “Kai told me the cultural festival is coming up. He said you want him to help with the hula booth.”

Naalei’s eyes sparkled, the smile small but genuine. “He’s got a good ‘ami. Takes after the old blood. He told me nobody does hula anymore. It’s all TikTok dances,” said Naalei.

“I told him you can do both,” Naalei said, tapping his nose with a calloused finger. “You dance for your ancestors, and you dance for your friends.”

The kitchen quieted, but the silence was uneasy. On the wall, a faded photo of Leilani’s late father watched over them. In it, he wore a police uniform and an enormous mustache, his arms wrapped around both his wife and a much younger, gap-toothed Leilani. Around the frame, a lei of dried ti leaves had turned a somber brown, but the memory was bright as ever.

Naalei laughed, reaching for her necklace, a small, carved pendant on a leather cord, weathered smooth by years of touch. “It’s important to keep the past where it belongs,” she said. Her eyes were far away. “Not to let it chase you into the future.”

Leilani listened, and her mother’s words echoed the silent refrain in her own head. She almost asked about the pendant, why it mattered so much, what story hid behind it, but let the question drift away, swept aside by the comfort of her mother.

Leilani helped clear the table, rinsing plates as her mother packed leftovers. The house was warm and safe. She let herself forget for one moment that anything could wait outside.

As if summoned by the ghost of her own paranoia, her phone vibrated on the counter. She checked the screen. HPD’s main number. She dried her hands on her jeans and answered.

A dispatcher’s voice, clipped and urgent. Another hit, this time on the Windward side. Same signature. No injuries, but the pattern was clear; the spiral was back.

Leilani’s jaw tensed. She caught her mother’s eyes and saw the understanding there, grim and ancient as the black stone of Koko Head.

“I have to go,” she said.

Naalei nodded. “Be careful,” she said. “And come back before dawn. Your son has a dance to practice.”

Leilani smiled at that, kissed her mother’s cheek, and walked to the bedroom door to look at Kai, her living puzzle, her best unsolved case.

“Goodnight, Detective Junior,” she said.

Kai saluted, already slipping into dreams. The night waited outside, humid and hungry for answers.

The shift was instant, an old muscle memory. She closed her phone and set it down, pulling on her jacket. In seconds she became something else, not Mom, not daughter, but the steel wire that held the island’s secrets together. She slipped her badge into her pocket, clipped her holster onto her belt, and checked her keys twice. Her hands worked in silence, each motion economical and practiced.

Naalei appeared in the doorway, lips pressed in a hard line. “Another armored car heist?”

Leilani nodded, not breaking stride. “Looks like it. Near Waimanalo.”

Naalei crossed the kitchen in three steps. “Let me walk you out,” she said, and Leilani understood the code, adult talk, not for young ears.

They stepped into the night, the air soft and salty. The moon was a thumbnail, not enough to see by. On the porch, Naalei caught Leilani’s arm, her grip surprisingly strong.

“These cases you chase,” Naalei said, voice low. “They’re getting more dangerous. The men behind them are not thieves. They are something else.”

Leilani offered a smile. “You think I can’t handle it?”

“That’s not what I said.” Naalei’s eyes flashed. “You’re strong, but some things in this world are bigger than what you see. And not every monster bleeds when you punch it.” Her hand moved to her pendant, thumb stroking the bone until it shone. “There are old connections here. Things you don’t know.”

Leilani shook her head, bemused. “You mean family secrets? Or like ghosts?”

“Both,” Naalei whispered. She glanced back at the door. “It’s why your father left the force early. Some lines are better left uncrossed.”

A spark of annoyance flared in Leilani’s chest. “If there’s something you need to tell me, say it, Ma. Don’t wait till I’m knee-deep in trouble.”

Naalei hesitated, eyes distant. “Not yet. Please. Be careful. Come home safe to your boy.”

The tenderness in her voice nearly undid Leilani. She pulled Naalei into a quick, fierce hug and stepped back, all business.

“I will not let anything happen to us,” she said. “Promise.”

Naalei nodded, but her mouth was still a straight line. She watched as Leilani jogged down the driveway, slid behind the wheel of her rusted Explorer, and started the engine.

Through the windshield, Leilani caught one last look at her mother on the porch, framed by yellow light and the thin arms of the plumeria tree. Inside the bedroom window, she glimpsed Kai’s face, half in shadow, half in hope, all hunger for the story.

Leilani let the image burn into her mind. She put the Explorer in gear and drove into the night, towards the spiral that waited, hungry and patient, somewhere beyond the curve of the island.

Back on the porch, Naalei didn’t move. She stood there long after the headlights faded, one hand on her pendant, the other held out as if to steady the world.

Inside, Kai returned to his bed. He checked the red threads and maps one more time, before crawling beneath the covers, eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling as if waiting for the next page to turn itself.

The house stood quiet, poised between old secrets and the trouble yet to come.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


Patterns Emerge

The overhead Lights in the HPD conference room buzzed like angry wasps, spitting out harsh rectangles of light that made everything and everyone look both overexposed and sleepy. Detective Leilani Kealoha slouched at one end of the battered table, arms folded, as the display of case files and financial spreadsheets advanced steadily in front of her. Her partner for the night, Special Agent Isaac Torres, perched at the opposite edge, eyes red, tie crooked, feet propped on the nearest chair like he was daring someone to tell him to sit up straight. They’d been at it for five hours, but judging by the caffeine stink, neither planned on quitting soon.

Between them, the conference table resembled a crime scene of its own; yellow notepads scribbled with timelines, piles of printouts, and a leaning tower of subpoenas. Somewhere under the avalanche, there were three foam coffee cups with Leilani’s lipstick prints in progressively more desperate shades of mauve.

Isaac Torres stabbed a pencil at the third cup, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You know,” he said, “when I took the temporary transfer to the island, I pictured surfing and shaved ice, not the world’s longest math class.”

“Welcome to paradise,” Leilani said. Her eyes didn’t leave the evidence board. She was affixing a new set of glossy 8x10s to the board. Three different armored car robberies, and each crime scene marked with that signature spiral. The black paint practically leaped off the corkboard, pulsing under the weird office lighting.

Torres dropped his feet and grabbed the case chronology, running his finger along the latest entries. “Three jobs, six weeks, no overlap in crew, no forensics, and not a decent eyewitness.”

She countered: “But the pattern is tight. They all hit in the morning, right when the couriers are at their most routine. No injuries, minimal collateral damage . It’s like they’re showing off.”

“Arrogant or careful?”

“Does it have to be either-or?” she said. She plucked a photo and set it in the middle, the Waikiki Beach hit, where the spiral had been sprayed on stucco with almost surgical neatness. “The one constant is the signature.”

Torres took it in, nodding towards the crime scene timeline. “That’s the other constant. Every time they strike, someone on the Mastermind’s old list walks.”

Leilani allowed herself to smirk. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were developing a theory.”

“I’m developing a migraine,” Torres grunted. He fished in his jacket for Advil, shook two tablets directly into his mouth and chased them with old coffee. He grimaced and pointed at the stack of financials. “You think we’re missing a money trail?”

She shrugged. “Always. But I also think this crew doesn’t need the cash. It’s about leverage.”

Torres bristled. “They’re already making the HPD and the FBI look like amateurs. What’s left to prove?”

She met his eyes, a challenge. “Somebody’s paying to keep certain cases from sticking. But what if the robberies aren’t to humiliate us? What if it’s to create chaos during court cycles?”

He chewed on that. “Like they’re weaponizing our own schedule against us?”

Leilani gave him a slow nod, sweeping her hand over the charts. “First job hit during the jury selection for that corrupt cop trial. Second day of sentencing for one of the bigger fencing operations. And today, three hours before the plea bargain hearing for a banker tied to the Mastermind. You see it?”

“Distraction,” Torres said, voice lower now. “Not for us, but for the DA, the courts, and the witnesses. Pull the city’s attention every time something sensitive is about to go public.”

Leilani pressed a knuckle to her lip, tracing the lines on the board. “They’re orchestrating the city. Like a conductor with a baton.”

Torres stared. “You ever wonder if the Mastermind’s actually dead?”

She was still. “I’ve wondered.”

He stood, started pacing the room’s perimeter, his hands digging into his suit pants. “FBI’s been sitting on this one for years, hoping the network would eat itself. But here we are, and someone’s sharper than ever. It’s like the brain survived, but the body didn’t.”

Leilani’s scalp prickled. “You ever get the sensation that we’re not the only ones watching this wall?”

Torres grinned. “Always. Which is why I’m supposed to be in D.C. next month, not getting sand in my socks with you.” He dropped back into the chair. “My boss called. Two weeks. That’s my window, or they yank me off.”

She shot him a look. “So, we don’t get to save the day; we get to play chicken with the feds?”

Torres rolled the pencil between his fingers. “Unless you’ve got a shortcut to case closed that doesn’t involve a time machine.”

“Better,” she said. “We’ve got tomorrow’s court calendar and at least one criminal out on pretrial who’ll draw the Mastermind’s attention. It’s a start.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Are you willing to bait them?”

She grinned, teeth white and sharp. “I want to see if the spiral shows up before lunch. And if it does, I want to be there when the paint’s still wet.”

Torres shook his head, but she knew he liked the plan. “You’re the most optimistic person I’ve ever met in a crime lab.”

“That’s what happens when you grow up watching your family get bulldozed by every white-collar predator on the island,” she said. She wiped her hands on her jeans, before organizing the files into a new pile. “But I’m not giving up on this. Not tonight.”

Torres let the silence expand. “My cousin tried to open a surf shop in San Diego. Lost it to a chain in a month. Spent the next year getting high in a
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