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Chapter One
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A Stolen Legacy

The call came at 4:13 a.m., breaking through the pitch dark with a low-level vibration and the blue-white pulse of Leilani’s phone. Honolulu’s city lights had been blotted out by a lingering night rain, and Detective Leilani Kealoha stood in a puddle in the Bishop Museum parking lot, waiting for the world to come into focus. She fished a protein bar from her jacket, tore off the wrapper, and chewed as she surveyed the museum’s eastern wing. The building’s broad concrete steps looked slick, and the Koa wood doors reflected the glow of police floodlights. Three patrol cruisers idled in the loading zone, blue and white lights painting the columns in an uneasy rhythm.

By the time she finished her breakfast, the campus security team had gathered in a shivering knot under the overhang, trading cigarettes and nervous glances. Leilani swept her jacket aside, revealing her gold shield, nodded at the officers, and flashed the tired, professional smile she reserved for long nights and senseless crimes. She stepped inside.

The entryway was bathed in shadow, and she moved towards a uniformed officer. Every light in the building was on. Officer Jimmy Pahoa, a seasoned veteran with over a decade in patrol, met her in the lobby.

“This way, Detective,” he said, waving his hand towards an open set of doors. 

Leilani followed him through the first gallery, past the watchful stare of hand-carved tikis and the silent shimmer of shell necklaces. Somewhere above, a leaky A/C unit pinged onto the marble tile.

At the far end of the room stood Director Akamu, small and formal in his khaki suit, pacing back and forth in front of an exhibit titled The Living Royalty of Hawai‘i. He looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. When he spotted Leilani, he stopped pacing, smoothed his tie, and gestured her over. There was a display case at his side, or more accurately, what was left of one. The glass had been neatly punched through at its top corner, leaving a neat arch the size of a basketball, as if a pro had scored a perfect three-pointer with a rock. Fragments of safety glass littered the mat beneath.

“Detective,” Akamu started, his voice raw with worry. “This is catastrophic. We just finished renovating this gallery for the royal collection.”

Leilani bent to inspect the hole, careful not to let her hair fall into her face. “I understand this held King Kamehameha 1’s cape?” she asked.

“Yes,” the director said. “Eighteenth century. Hundreds of thousands of ‘i‘iwi feathers, all hand-sewn.” His hands hovered over the edges of the display, trembling. “It’s priceless. There is nothing else like it in the world.”

She circled the case, shining her light along the perimeter. She counted five pieces of glass on the mat, none larger than her palm. On the far edge, near the brushed steel frame, was a greasy smudge. She kneeled and pressed a clear acetate sleeve over it and bagged the evidence. She wondered how many cops had touched it already. Probably all of them.

“You have cameras?” she asked.

Akamu nodded. “Of course. But our night security saw nothing. Not until the alarms triggered at 2:42 a.m. That’s when the guards called me, and I called the police.”

Leilani grunted. “Nobody saw or heard a thing for the previous half hour?”

“Nothing,” he said, almost pleading. “I have no idea how they got past the sensors.”

She turned to one of the blue-uniformed forensics techs, who was crouched at the threshold, adjusting the f-stop on a battered Nikon. “You got prints?” Leilani asked.

The tech looked up, thick glasses magnifying her eyes. “There’s a smudge on the metal. A partial thumbprint, clean.” She paused. “Also, there’s this.” She held up a small plastic bag containing a fiber, not a feather, but a tiny red thread. “From the border of the glass.”

Leilani took it and held it in the flashlight beam. It glimmered with a finish she’d seen before. “Koa wood varnish?” she asked.

The tech shrugged. “I’ll confirm with the lab, but you’ve got the eye, Detective.”

She grinned. “Let me see the pedestal.”

The museum director led her around the crime scene tape to the raised platform. She crouched, mindful of the damp carpet, and traced a gloved finger over the pedestal. Under the forensic light, a thin splay of droplets glowed faint blue—likely sweat, or the tail end of a cleaning solution. Someone had wiped this down recently. But they’d missed a corner: a print, perfectly outlined, where a left hand had steadied itself. She flagged it for the forensics team.

“Who cleaned in here last night?” she asked Akamu.

He took out his phone and tapped rapidly. “We use a contracted service—Big Wave Janitorial. But they’re on a set schedule, always done by 11:30.”

“Check the roster, please,” Leilani said.

She heard voices echoing from down the hall—another officer, and a man in a navy blazer with the rumpled look of overnight work. The night guard. Leilani took a last look at the scene, then headed over.

The guard’s name tag said “Lito.” He looked more bewildered than guilty, but years on the force had taught Leilani that the guilty rarely looked like anything at all.

“Lito, right?” she asked.

He nodded, hands in his pockets, rocking on his heels. “Yes, ma’am.”

“You walked this floor last night?” Leilani pressed.

“Two times,” he said. “First pass at midnight, everything was tight. Second pass, around two. No problems. After that, I was up in Admin on a bathroom break. Came back down around two-twenty-five, that’s when I saw the case alarm on my panel.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Did you see anyone lingering in the halls? Any maintenance or cleaners?”

He shook his head. “No, ma’am. The place was a ghost town.”

The silence stretched. “Nothing unusual, huh? No doors ajar, nothing out of place?”

Lito looked at his shoes. “I heard something in the archives, but I figured it was the A/C again. It clanks sometimes.” He glanced at her. “That’s it, Detective.”

Leilani nodded and pocketed her notepad. “You smoke, Lito?”

He looked startled and shook his head. “Trying to quit.”

She looked back at the cluster of security guards, then at the forensics techs. “Keep working the print, and I want a full log of every badge scan since midnight,” she called over.

Akamu returned, face red, holding up a phone. “Janitorial finished at 11:12 p.m. I checked with their manager.”

Leilani’s mind wandered through the gaps—whoever took the cape knew the schedules, knew the cameras, and left what they wanted her to find. She sighed and walked to the admin office, tracing the likely escape route.

In the lobby, another officer handed her a tablet loaded with security footage. “You’re gonna want to see the timestamp between 2:15 and 2:40,” he said.

She clicked through to the time frame. The gallery was empty, and in night mode, the case glowed white and ghostly. At 2:17, a faint flicker appeared in the lower left of the frame. Static or a shadow. She advanced by frame. The image dissolved, pixelated, and cut to black for three full minutes. When the video came back, the display case was broken and empty. The feed cut to Lito’s sprint down the hall.

Leilani grunted. “Nice trick,” she muttered.

Akamu hovered behind her. “We had our system upgraded last year. This shouldn’t be possible. And yet.”

She set the tablet on the nearest desk. “Can I get a map of the galleries? I’d like to see all exits and entry points.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and felt the pressure headache start its morning shift.

“Yes, of course.” Akamu darted away. He returned a moment later with a glossy tri-fold floor plan. She spread it on the desk and traced a route from the Royalty Gallery to the staff corridors, and to the rear service exit. The lock on that door had a keypad; she checked the maintenance logs—the last code change had been six weeks prior. Too long.

“Director, who had access to the security codes?”

He hesitated. “Myself, my deputy, and the night manager. That’s it. The janitors don’t have the code—they have to sign in at the main entrance.”

Leilani wrote the three names in her notebook, double-checking the spelling. “Okay. Has anyone from your staff gone on sudden leave, acted strangely lately?”

He shook his head. “We’re a small team, Detective. Everyone knows everyone.”

She doubted that but let it go. “I’ll need personnel files for all overnight staff for the last week. Can you please have your cultural preservation specialist meet me here?”

Akamu hurried off to make the call.

She let herself breathe for the first time since arriving, blinking up at the vaulted ceiling and the phosphorescent blue of the emergency lights. The place seemed haunted by more than a missing cape.

The forensics tech returned, waving an evidence bag. “You were right about the varnish, Detective. Koa resin, fresh application on a red cloth.”

Leilani arched an eyebrow. “Means our thief’s a craftsman. Probably spent the last day or two prepping tools and rehearsing on a mock-up.” She looked at her watch, realized she’d been on her feet nearly an hour, and wandered toward the break room, hoping for coffee.

The small kitchen smelled of burned beans and cleaning chemicals. She poured herself a cup and leaned against the counter, scrolling through the preliminary reports on her phone.

A soft voice startled her. “Detective Kealoha?”

Leilani turned. The museum’s cultural preservation specialist stood at the threshold: a slight woman in her fifties with salt-and-pepper hair pulled back in a braid, arms crossed over a flowery blouse. She introduced herself as Dr. Mahina.

Leilani offered her the chair. “You know what was taken,” she said.

Dr. Mahina nodded, eyes downcast. “I helped restore it. Twice. It’s not only an artifact—it’s a story, a part of the monarchy. The feathers were gathered over generations.” She hesitated. “If someone wanted to sell it, they’d have to destroy it. That’s the only way it would move on the black market.”

Leilani sensed a chill. “So, they’d strip it for feathers, or chop it up?”

The curator looked sick. “They’d cut it, rework the fabric, and sell the feathers to collectors. The rest would go in the trash.” She drew a shaky breath. “It’s not about money, Detective. Someone took this because they wanted to erase what it means.”

Leilani thanked her and promised to keep her updated. She jotted a final note in her book: this wasn’t some spur-of-the-moment job. The thief knew exactly what to take and why.

She found Director Akamu by the front entrance, talking in urgent tones to a man in a faded Hawaiian shirt—probably the janitorial manager. Akamu waved her over, handed her a folder of badge logs and code access printouts. “This is everything from the past month,” he said.

“Thank you,” Leilani said, slipping the files under her arm. She nodded at the officers, and they parted, letting her out into the damp predawn. She stood on the steps, breathing in the salt-tinged air. The city stretched awake beneath the pink clouds.

She flipped open her notebook and ran through the details. Prints, fiber, varnish. A perfect three-minute blackout and a thief who worked with surgical precision.

Leilani exhaled. The city never lacked ambition, and this crime was bigger than any single artifact. She took out her phone and dialed her sergeant, Tano Pualani.

“Hey, Tano, it’s Leilani,” she said. “This was no amateur job. Call in anyone who hasn’t shown up yet. We’ve got work to do. Forensics should be in shortly; they’re wrapping up here. Get the conference room set up for the morning briefing, and we’ll add this in.”

“You got it, ma’am,” said the sergeant.

Leilani laughed. “Tano, what did we talk about? Call me Leilani, or Lei or Lani. My mother is Ma’am.

Tano laughed. “Sorry, Ma’am. Oops, sorry, boss.”

“Boss will do for now, but don’t get used to it,” she chuckled.

She hung up and let the adrenaline drain away.

Somewhere in the coming dawn, the city buzzed with the prospect of a new day, oblivious to the gaping hole in its history. Leilani ran a hand through her long, damp hair and glanced back at the museum.

It looked smaller now, older, and in need of protection. She took a deep breath, turned, and walked into the museum.

Leilani found the administrative offices blessedly empty. The rest of the city’s bureaucracy never started before seven, and most museum staff wouldn’t be in until after sunrise. The reception area, all gray walls and battered cane chairs, was lined with glass trophy cases, each housing a decade’s worth of dusty community awards—best educational program, best visitor experience, a framed commendation from a senator. A faint whiff of mothballs drifted out from under the records room door.

She carried the folder of badge logs and code access reports to the staff lounge, dumped her damp jacket over a chair, and spread the paperwork across the table. Somewhere overhead, the ancient HVAC thrummed and cycled. It was the office ambiance that made every whisper of movement seem illicit.

Leilani dug in. The badge log printed out on crisp white paper. The columns of names and times lined up with mathematical precision. Her eyes flicked from name to name on the handwritten sign-in sheet the museum kept as a backup. In the first week of the month, every badge scan matched an entry on the log—except, curiously, for two entries last night. There was a swipe by Heidi N., the janitorial crew supervisor, at 11:15 p.m., but her name was missing from the sign-in. She flagged it with a pink sticky note.

Next, she opened the access code change report. The gallery security keypad had been updated five times in the last year; each update logged by Director Akamu, Deputy Director Samuels, and, recently, night manager Hiro. All changes, including last night’s, trailed a digital signature and timestamp.

A tickle of intuition: she cross-referenced the badge log with the keypad report. At 2:14 a.m., less than thirty minutes before the alarm triggered, someone had entered the gallery using a code updated by Hiro.

She circled the timestamp, fished her phone from her pocket, and dialed the number Akamu had listed for his night manager. It rang six times before an answering machine picked up. “This is Hiro. I’m probably on the museum floor. Leave a message and I’ll call back.”

Leilani hung up. She would circle back to that.

A vibration from her phone: a text from the forensics lab. The fingerprint lifted from the metal case was already being processed, but no hits in the immediate police database. The technician had, however, confirmed fresh, high-end Koa varnish on the print and on the trim of the case. She made a mental note to request a list of woodworking shops and furniture refurbishers in the area.

She started with the inventory records. The museum’s collections database was a digital relic, one of those outdated systems where each exhibit change required a slow, manual update. Leilani paged through entries on her laptop, moving from the Royalty Gallery to Polynesian Artifacts to 19th Century Curiosities. Her suspicion grew with each scan.

A folder titled Incident Reports–Private revealed more. Three weeks ago, a set of rare fishhooks—hand-carved and ancient—had vanished from a display in the Polynesian wing. The theft wasn’t publicized, and the only sign that anything had gone missing was a single incident report marked as a minor inventory discrepancy. Two weeks ago, an 1830s ivory lei was found missing from a locked cabinet, the security alert dismissed as a sensor malfunction. Each case involved objects with deep cultural significance, but relatively little market value compared to European fine art or precious gems.

A pattern. She could sense it coalescing behind her eyes.

Leilani sat back, pressed her palms to her temples, and forced herself to slow down. She paged through the log again, making sure she didn’t miss any smaller incidents. There were other unconnected losses—an office laptop, a batch of supplies—but nothing with the same flair or focus as these artifact thefts.

She glanced at the clock on the wall—5:53 a.m. The city would stir soon. She rose, stretched, and walked along the corridor to the museum’s small research library, where Dr. Mahina was setting up for her day.

The preservationist was pulling folders from the rolling cart, lining them up in neat rows on the worktable. She looked up as Leilani entered, and the detective noticed the burden of her own rumpled T-shirt and low ponytail compared to the doctor’s crisp, pressed linen.

“What can I do for you, Detective?” Dr. Mahina said, not unkindly.

Leilani smiled. “I need to ask about the cape. What makes it so important—and who might want it, aside from the entire auction circuit?”

Dr. Mahina gestured to a chair. She pulled a heavy manila envelope from the bottom of the cart and slid it across. “I made copies of my research notes,” she said. “This cape, as you probably know, was started by Kamehameha himself. It took over a million feathers and at least three generations of artisans to complete. But there’s something else. Legend says it’s more than a symbol of kingship. It’s a ward, a spiritual shield, woven with the old kapu—strict, sacred law.”

Leilani whistled low. “That’s what can drive people to extremes.”

Dr. Mahina nodded. “On the surface, it’s a beautiful artifact. But for some, it’s an obsession. Every few years, we get a call from someone claiming to have found a lost royal cape in their attic. But nobody has ever gotten this close. Whoever took it knew exactly what they were after.”

She paused, lowering her voice. “And Detective...if they did it for money, they’d have to sell it to a collector. But no legitimate collector would ever buy this piece. Its loss would be public knowledge within hours.”

“Which means,” Leilani said, “they either took it for themselves, or they’re planning something else.”

The doctor’s face paled. “You think it’s a ransom?”

“I think it’s a message,” Leilani said. “There’ve been other thefts, right? Little things from the Polynesian wing. Fishhooks and an ivory lei. Things missing from other museums?”

Dr. Mahina blinked. “I hadn’t heard.”

Leilani explained what she’d pieced together, pushing over the incident reports. “The pattern says it’s not random. Someone’s building a set—or a shrine—or they’re pulling a con nobody’s figured out yet.”

The doctor looked unsettled, as if she’d never considered the gallery might be anything but a haven for old treasures. She rubbed her forearm, silent.

“I need you to make a list of everyone with access to this room,” Leilani said. “Staff, docents, and the contractors who renovated the display.”

Dr. Mahina nodded, already jotting notes. “I’ll have it by midday.”

A call buzzed through Leilani’s phone. She answered. “Detective, this is Mele. We found something weird with the footprint impressions. Can you meet me in the Royal Gallery?”

Leilani excused herself and walked to the gallery where the forensic team had set up a small lab. She found Mele hunched over a portable workbench, surrounded by black powder, gels, and a high-res scanner.

“We got three good shoe prints from the platform,” Mele said. “Two are consistent with Lito, the security guard. The third’s interesting.”

She swiveled the screen to show a digital outline. “This is a Nike Free Run 5.0, women’s, size 8. We’ve done some checking and haven’t found anyone on the museum’s staff who wears this.”

Leilani blinked. “See if it matches the janitorial supervisor from the badge log—Heidi N.”

Mele nodded. “According to the employee roster, she’s been on maternity leave for the past month.”

“Who swiped her badge last night?”

“That’s the thing,” Mele said. “We pulled the CCTV from the employee entrance. At 11:15 p.m., someone in a hooded sweatshirt used the badge but kept their head down. Could be anyone.”

Leilani ran a hand over her mouth. “So, it’s a clone, or a borrowed badge.”

Mele grinned. “I’m betting on borrowed. It beeped through the system on the first try, so they had the PIN as well.”

Leilani took the scan, then called up the photo of the partial fingerprint. “Is there any chance we can tie this to anyone in the system?”

Mele looked up. “No hits yet, but we’ll keep at it.”

Back in the admin wing, Leilani gathered her findings, compiling a list: the badge entry, the shoe print, the security code change, and the timing of the theft. Each clue narrowed the focus. She walked to the director’s office, found Akamu in a freshly pressed shirt, and presented her findings.

“I think someone used inside information to get in and out without leaving a trace,” she told him. “They timed the security blackout, wore gloves, and knew which artifacts to target. If I had to guess, they scoped the place weeks in advance.”

Akamu slumped into his chair, rubbing his temples. “We try to run a tight ship here, Detective. But if someone wanted to exploit a weakness, I guess they’d find it.”

Leilani looked at the office walls, at the framed diplomas and awards. “When’s the last time you changed all the codes, not only the gallery keypad?”

He hesitated. “Never. We do it for the main doors, but the internal systems, not so much. People come and go—it’s hard to keep up.”

She nodded, scribbling in her notebook. “I need you to put together a list of everyone with access to administrative passwords. IT, security, and consultants.”

Akamu nodded. “I’ll have my assistant get on it.”

“Good,” Leilani said, “and please email me copies of all personnel files for last night’s staff.”

She scanned her phone, reading over the last message from Mele: We’re working on the fiber. Will let you know if we get DNA.

Leilani stood at the window, watching dawn turn the rain-soaked streets gold. She felt the tension, the sense of something poised at the threshold between ordinary and catastrophic.

She flipped open her notebook one more time, jotting two names: Hiro and Heidi N. Next to them, she wrote, access, motive, opportunity. She underlined the words three times.

This was not a single act of theft. It was a campaign, and the next move could come at any time. She took a last look at the case file, buttoned her jacket and stepped towards the exit, ready to bring the pieces together before anyone else could take from her city what little remained of its past.

The windows of Leilani’s Explorer were steamed on the inside from the morning’s rain, and she wiped them clear with the sleeve of her denim jacket. She slumped behind the wheel, the folder of badge logs and security codes heavy on her lap, and the museum’s stone facade looming in the rearview like the ghost of a crime she’d failed to prevent.

She flipped open her department-issued tablet and logged into the digital evidence vault. The interface was clunky, but she’d grown used to its stubborn logic. First, the photos: close-ups of the broken glass, the feather-flecked mat, the clean crescent where a gloved hand had cleared the surface. Next, the thumbprint, a shimmering whorl left on the brushed steel of the display case. She zoomed in, cross-referencing with the morning’s email from forensics—no hits on AFIS, but a “high probability” of a match once they combed through state employment databases.

She toggled to the security camera stills, advancing frame by frame through the empty gallery, the flicker, the three minutes of darkness, and the sudden absence of the cape. The theft seems personal. Not rage, not vandalism—precision, patience, and a sense of purpose.

She set the tablet on the dash and dialed the number for Special Investigations. The line picked up on the second ring, a voice answering, “Espinoza, SIU.”

“Tommy, it’s Leilani,” she said, pinching her nose. “Got a live one. Bishop Museum, 2:40 a.m., Kamehameha I's feather cape is missing. Forensics found a partial thumbprint and a high-end Koa varnish. It could be that our thief works with high-end wood. The perp used a cloned or stolen badge and seems to have had inside knowledge of code updates. I’m sending you employee information. I need full backgrounds and social media on every staffer with overnight access, especially the janitorial supervisors and night managers.”

Espinoza grunted, typing as he spoke. “Is that the same cape from the cover of National Geographic?”

Leilani smiled despite herself. “That’s the one. Print off a picture of the cape and take it down to the patrol captain. See if he can have his folks check pawnshops and antique brokers for anything that matches the ‘i‘iwi or mamo feather profile. If we’re lucky, our thief is stupid enough to try fencing it locally.”

Espinoza said, “Copy that. I’ll push it to the top. You want BOLOs on the staff?”

“Start with badge access for the last month. Expand the search if you see overlap with other artifact thefts. This isn’t an isolated job. The pattern says there could be a ring working the museum circuit, or someone’s building a private collection.”

She could hear the hum of the open-plan office on the other end, the rattle of keyboards, the distant wheeze of the ancient HVAC. Espinoza said, “Are you still up for the 10 a.m. debrief?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Leilani said. She hung up and glanced at her laptop, now containing half-complete notes and grainy screenshots.

A wave of fatigue washed over her, sudden and complete, as if her bones had finally caught up to her spirit. She let herself close her eyes for thirty seconds, long enough to picture the feather cape on its stand—impossibly fragile, but more enduring than any badge or bronze.

Her phone vibrated again, a familiar number flashing on the screen. She hesitated and thumbed accept.

“Detective Kealoha?” The voice was precise and clipped.

“Yes?”

“This is Ms. Cabral, vice principal at Kahala Elementary. I’m calling about your son, Kai.”

Leilani’s heart skipped, then it fell into the nervous rhythm it saved for emergency calls. “Is he alright?”

“He’s not hurt,” the voice assured her. “But there’s been an incident in his social studies class. Kai corrected his teacher’s lesson about the monarchy, and when asked to apologize, he refused. He’s currently in my office, and we’d appreciate if you could come by for a meeting as soon as possible.”

Leilani tried to find her footing. “He’s ten, Ms. Cabral. Sometimes he... gets stubborn about details. Especially about Hawaiian history.”

A faint sigh over the line. “We’re very proud of his curiosity, Detective. But it’s a question of respect for the classroom.”

“Of course. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” After finishing the call, she struck the wheel, stuck in the quicksand between responsibility and affection. She rolled down the window and breathed in the city: wet asphalt, hibiscus, and a faint undercurrent of ferment from the storm drains. The parking lot was empty but for the forensic van, a few staff cars, and the gardener unloading sacks of mulch from the bed of a faded Tacoma. She waved, rolled up the window, and started the engine. She put the Explorer in gear and pulled out of the museum parking lot.

The drive across town was muscle memory. She let her mind wander through the case, repeating the list of clues: the badge, the shoe print, the print on the display, the timing of the code change. In the pause between red lights, she imagined Kai in the vice principal’s office, arms folded, eyes defiant. She could see herself in the line of his jaw, in the way he refused to yield when dead wrong.

She wanted to be annoyed, to lecture him about time and place, but all she felt was a rush of pride, and a fear she was passing down her own worst habits.

At the last stoplight before the school, her phone buzzed again. It was a text from the forensics tech: DNA pulled from fiber. Sending to the FBI lab for processing. Will update.

She typed a quick reply—Thanks, keep me posted—and set the phone in the cup holder.

Kai was waiting outside the admin office when she arrived, sitting on a bench with his knees pulled up to his chest, hair damp from sweat and morning humidity. He spotted her and immediately looked away, feigning deep interest in his Velcro sneakers.

She walked up, set her palm gently on his head, and ruffled his hair.

“You in trouble?” she asked.

He shrugged. “They said I was rude. But the book was wrong.”

She sat next to him, letting the silence build up before she answered. “Sometimes it’s not enough to be right, Kai. Sometimes you have to let other people get there at their own speed.”

He made a face, the universal sign for that’s dumb, but he didn’t argue.

“Come on,” she said, standing and offering her hand. “Let’s go apologize, and we’ll get pancakes. Deal?”

He thought about it, then took her hand. “Deal. But afterwards, can I help you with the case? I want to see the feather cape.”

She smiled, full and unguarded. “If you promise to behave.”

He made a show of crossing his heart. “Promise.”

They walked inside, mother and son, the morning air still fresh with rain. Leilani forgot about the fingerprints, the code changes, the disappearing artifacts, and the responsibility of a city’s history riding on her every decision. She still had a job to do, but right now, Kai was her entire universe. She squeezed his hand, took a deep breath, and followed him inside.
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Chapter Two
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Echoes of the Past

The glass-walled conference room perched above downtown was frigid and fluorescent, a world away from the humid streets and open-air markets below. Detective Leilani Kealoha claimed the head of the long, battered table, already loaded with folders, half-drunk coffee, and a department-issue box of powdered malasadas. She cradled a black coffee in one hand and a battered tablet in the other; the stylus pinched like a dart between her fingers.

The evidence board dominated the wall behind her. High-resolution photos of the feather cape, a grid of museum floor plans, the thumbprint overlays, and a badge-log spreadsheet blown up to an impossible scale. The scene was less cops and robbers and more PhD dissertation. Every detail was parsed and pored over, every artifact presented with the solemnity of a sacrament. On the left side of the board were eleven pictures. There were five judges, four high-ranking police officers, and two city councilmen. Five of the pictures had red Xs drawn on them. Those were the ones the Special Investigations Unit had put in prison so far. The rest were under investigation and destined to follow their friends.

Detective Isaac Torres, formerly with the FBI and now the lead detective in Leilani’s Special Investigations Unit, occupied the far end of the table, his suit so sharply pressed it looked like body armor. He exuded an easy, unhurried confidence—the kind that said, “I already know what you’re going to ask, and I have three answers ready.” His dark hair was cut regulation short, his jaw clean-shaven, and his eyes flickered with interest as he scrolled through the case files.

Detective Sergeant Tano Pualani walked in and placed his coffee cup at one of the side seats. Tano had been a detective for fifteen years. He was thin and sinewy from years as a competitive surfer. He had dark hair and dark eyes.

Next to arrive was Detective Tommy Espinoza. Tommy had been promoted from patrol, and Leilani looked forward to seeing what he offered. A patrol officer for four years, he was short and athletic with short hair and a small mustache.

Forensic tech Mele Tatana swept into the room in her white coat, jeans, and a T-shirt for a band no one had heard of. She was overweight but still moved with grace, her long black hair tied in two braids.

Rick Caufield was Leilani’s liaison from the DA’s office. He wore a three-piece suit, and his blond hair was combed back, exposing a high forehead. He wore wire-rimmed glasses and looked more like a college professor than a lawyer.

The last to arrive was their computer tech, Akira. Her dark hair, short and scalped up one side, had streaks of electric purple, and her ears glistened with a constellation of steel. She wore the universal costume of the tech tribe, a threadbare tank top, cargo shorts, and bare feet. She arrived with her usual flair, set down her energy drink and looked at the board.

“This is different,” she said. “Have we given up on chasing corruption?”

“No,” said Leilani. “This crime has significant cultural implications, and the chief wants us to handle it. Our other cases are still active.” 

“So,” Isaac said, lacing his fingers together. “This is the whole show, huh?”

Leilani kept her eyes on the tablet, but one eyebrow arched in reply. “If you’re looking for a PowerPoint, you’re out of luck. We do things old-school here.”

“I see that,” Isaac said, taking in the paper detritus, the handwritten notes taped to the whiteboard. “But you’re not old-school, Detective. You’re what—thirty-seven?”

“Thirty-five,” she corrected. “Flattery will get you nowhere.”

Isaac flashed a grin. “It wasn’t flattery, but observation.” He leaned back in his chair. “So. Walk us through it.”

Leilani uncapped her stylus and tapped it on the screen. “At 2:20 a.m. last night, someone with expert-level knowledge of security protocols bypassed the Bishop Museum’s motion sensors and broke into a locked display. They targeted a single item, Kamehameha’s feather cloak—and left everything else untouched. The job took less than three minutes, start to finish.”

“Impressive,” Isaac said, his tone genuinely admiring. “No alarms until after the fact?”

“They triggered a silent alarm, but it was too late. The guard was on a bathroom break when the cameras glitched. When the footage resumed, the display was empty, and the case was open like a clamshell.” She tapped a grainy freeze-frame from the security footage, and the case was dark and empty. “Our perp knew the exact blind spot and how to exploit it.”

Tommy nodded, his eyes flicked to the forensics photos. “That’s the partial print?”

“On the brushed steel. Unmatched in our system, but the lab’s running it against the employment databases.” She zoomed in. “They also left behind a red fiber, likely from a work shirt or rag. But the real tell was the varnish on the display—fresh Koa. Most likely transferred off a shirt.”

Isaac glanced at the next board, which listed every Koa wood shop and restoration expert on Oahu. “Nice work.”

Akira shrugged. “It’s easy. On an island, every craftsman knows every other. It’s a small pond, even for sharks.”

Isaac grinned. “But this one doesn’t smell local, does it?”

Leilani looked at him. “What makes you say that?”

“Too clean,” Isaac said. “Every Honolulu job I’ve ever read up on had at least one idiot with a cousin in the alarm company, or a girlfriend with a big mouth. This seems rehearsed. Either a professional thief or someone who’s pulled off similar scores before.”

Leilani slid the manila folders toward him. “That’s where you come in, I guess. The FBI is supposed to be tracking a ring that’s been lifting artifacts from museums and private collections.”

Isaac nodded, flipping through the files. “They’ve had three incidents in the last year—Chicago, New York, Paris. All Polynesian and Micronesian artifacts and always a single, high-value item. Never resold locally. The FBI's working theory is that they’re headed for a private collector with specific tastes.”

“Is there a name attached to that theory?” Leilani asked.

Isaac shook his head. “No, but my source said they traced two shipments through Manila and Singapore. Both vanished after landing in Southeast Asia. No records, no chatter, vanished.

Leilani’s pen clicked against the tabletop once, twice, staccato. “That’s a lot of work for a collector’s trophy.”

“Not merely a trophy,” Isaac countered. “Some of these pieces have real cultural weight. Rumor has it  that certain buyers want them for leverage—legal, financial, or political. Sometimes, they’re offered to the country of origin for a ransom.”

Leilani looked unimpressed. “We’ve got enough crooks at home without importing new ones.”

A silence stretched between them. Isaac broke it. “You don’t trust the FBI.”

It wasn’t a question.

Leilani’s jaw flexed. “I don’t trust outside help that treats this city like a puzzle instead of a home.”

Isaac met her gaze. “That’s fair. But sometimes an outsider sees patterns we can’t from inside the frame.”

She let herself smile. “It’s like surfing. You can’t read the break from the shore. You have to be in it.”

He lifted his coffee in mock salute. “Noted.”

They reviewed the evidence point by point. Leilani ticked off every badge scan from the night of the theft, cross-referenced with the staff schedule, and circled the anomaly—an access code entered by a night manager supposedly off shift. Isaac flagged a similar tactic in a museum hit in Santa Barbara, where the thief used a borrowed security badge and cloned a staff phone.

“It could be part of a pattern,” he said, drawing lines between the incidents.

“It still seems personal. The choice of the target and the way they left everything else behind,” said Leilani.

Isaac nodded. “Let’s assume it is personal. Who hates the museum enough to spend a couple of weeks prepping a job like this?”

Leilani considered. “Everyone who thinks they could do better. Curators passed over for promotion. Collectors cut off by the museum board. Activists who think the museum exploits the past. Or,” she allowed. “Someone who wants to make a statement.”

Isaac leaned in, his voice slow and precise. “You ever think it’s not about the artifact, but the story behind it? The symbolism?”

Leilani stiffened. “The cape’s a sacred thing. It’s more than fabric. Taking it is like stealing the island’s heartbeat.”

“Our thief is a fanatic or a true believer,” Isaac said. “Those are the hardest to catch.”

Leilani opened her mouth to reply, but her phone vibrated hard enough to skitter across the table. The caller ID flashed: Mom. She pushed the red button and put her phone down on the table. She had opened her mouth when the phone rang again. She silenced the ringer.

“Okay,” she said. “Akira, pull up everything you can find on similar crimes and run a search on social media for anyone taking responsibility. Tano, follow up with patrol and see if their officers have had any luck with pawnshops, and check with robbery and see if they have any gangs working museums. Tommy, grab someone from patrol and visit the wood restoration shops. See what shakes out.”

Everyone stood and left the conference room. Isaac stepped over to Leilani, who was picking up her phone and dialing.

“What’s up?” he asked.

She raised her finger and spoke. “Aloha, Mom. You okay?”

Isaac caught the change in her. He stood silently.

On the other end, her mother’s voice was calm but undercut with a tension Leilani hadn’t heard in years. “Lani, I need to tell you something. There was a break-in at the halau last night. Some damage, but they took the pahu.”

Leilani gripped the end of the table. “When?”

“Right after midnight. I found the door open when I arrived to teach a class. I’ve already talked to the police, but they said you’d want to know.”

Leilani closed her eyes and breathed once. “Are you okay, Mom?”

“We’re fine,” Naalei said. “But that drum has been with our family for generations. If someone took it for what it means...”

Leilani nodded, though her mother couldn’t see it. “I’ll be there in twenty. Don’t touch anything.”

She hung up and stood, already half out the door before Isaac could speak. He caught up with her.

“What happened?”

“My mom’s halau,” Leilani said. “Somebody stole the family pahu—the sacred drum.” Her hand trembled as she jammed the phone into her pocket.

Isaac whistled. “You think it’s related?”

“They didn’t touch anything else,” she said, grabbing her jacket. “Only the drum. Like at the museum.”

Isaac stood, pocketed his own phone, and followed. “Let’s go,” he said. “I’ll drive.”

She laughed. “Not going to happen.”

They left the conference room and locked the door behind them. There were still a bunch of officers who didn’t appreciate the job her unit was doing, and she didn’t want any roving eyes on their evidence.

Down the corridor, the sun was burning through the city’s overcast shell, turning the wet windows gold. Leilani felt the old cocktail of adrenaline and dread, but there was something new—an anger that coiled up from her chest and sharpened her focus.

As she and Isaac hit the street, she almost wanted to be back in that freezing, lifeless conference room. It was safer to talk about feathers and wood than to think of her mother, proud and unshakable, standing beside an empty display that once held the family drum. She shook it off, got in the car, and let the city close in around her.

Senior detective Carl Tanaka watched from his cubicle until he was certain everyone had left the SIU conference room. He stood, stretched and checked the bullpen. Most of the desks were empty. He moved towards the restrooms then veered off at the last minute. 

The conference room door was locked, but he reached into his pocket and pulled out a master key he had picked up a long time ago. He was grateful that the police department hadn’t changed the locks in the building in years. He slipped into the conference room, closed the door and left the lights off. He walked to the whiteboard and scanned the documents. It looked like Kealoha and her crew had some insight into the island-wide theft of artifacts. 

He pulled out his phone, turned off the flash, and took pictures of the whiteboard. He slipped out of the room, closed the door, and walked to his cubicle. He held up his phone, pulled up a phone number from his contact list, and attached the photos. He hit send and waited. The response arrived two minutes later.

Good. Keep eyes open and send more when available.

He put the phone away and smiled, knowing he was that much closer to paying off his son’s debts.


***
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The hula halau was perched on the windward side of town and was painted a washed-out green that faded perfectly into the palms. The parking lot was a patchwork of tire grooves and sand, and a single yellow strand of police tape snapped in the salt breeze. When Leilani and Isaac pulled up, two patrol officers stood by the door, bored and blinking into the morning sun.

They ducked under the tape, nodded to the officers, and slipped inside. The halau’s main room was a box of honeyed light and dark shadows, its wooden floor polished from decades of bare feet. The familiar scent—plumeria, sweat, and varnish—hit her in the chest, and she forgot she was there as a detective, not a daughter.

The floor was a battlefield of implements: ‘uli‘uli gourds spilled their red and yellow feathers, pū‘ili rattles lay snapped in half, and a trio of ipu rolled in lazy arcs near the back wall. The mirrors along the north side had been left untouched, but every shelf and cubby had been ransacked. On the far side, beneath a high window, a single stand stood bare—the place of honor for the pahu, her family’s ancient drum.

Naalei Kealoha stood beside it, her hands folded and hair pulled back in a severe bun. Even in crisis, she wore her teaching clothes—black slacks, a yellow tunic, and a green lei strung fresh that morning. Her expression was unreadable, but the muscle in her jaw worked with every breath. Leilani crossed the room, careful to step around the scattered artifacts.

“Mom,” she whispered.

Naalei nodded once, as if accepting a gift she didn’t want. “Lani. Thank you for coming.”

Isaac took in the room silently as he surveyed the mess. He stopped by the window, squinting at the twisted lock and the clean break in the frame.

Leilani scanned for evidence, every sense hyper-tuned. The drum’s absence was like missing a limb—the void still vibrating with memory. She faced her mother. “Was anyone here last night?”

“Auntie Kalea,” Naalei replied, her voice steady. “She left at ten, locked up behind her. When I came this morning, the back door was open. Nothing was taken from the office. Only the pahu.” Her hands hovered over the empty stand, fingers trembling despite her composure. “It’s been in the family for at least a hundred years.”

Leilani crouched low, inspecting the perimeter of the stand. On the floor below, a glimmer of red drew her eye. She pulled a pair of nitrile gloves out of her pocket. She plucked it up—varnish, still tacky, smeared along a sliver of wood.

She glanced at Isaac, who kneeled by the door, examining the pried lock with a jeweler’s loupe. “Tool marks are clean,” he called over. “Straight blade, probably a lock shim. No damage to the glass.”

Leilani held up the wood flake. “You see this? Koa, fresh coat. Same as the museum display.”

Isaac straightened, his lips pursed. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Same perp,” she said. “Or at least, the same tools. Means they hit the museum, then came here.”

Isaac pointed at the jumbled floor. “Only one thing was
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