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PROLOGUE

A Man Remembers
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I follow the trail I remember from childhood.

It feels narrower now, swallowed by roots, vines, and years. The jungle may have reclaimed part of it. Or I have simply grown too large for the pathways of memory.

The red earth beneath my sandals is still the same deep rust color I remember staining my feet as a boy. Back then, I never wore shoes. The dirt worked its way into my skin so completely that I once believed it would remain there forever, as though the island itself had claimed me.

When I was young, my friends and I raced along this trail like wild things born from the wind and sea, lungs burning, bare feet striking earth, laughter vanishing into the cliffs above the bay. We never wondered who had walked these paths before us.

Children rarely think about ghosts.

The air still carries the sweetness of plumeria drifting through the jungle. Ferns brush against my legs as they once did. Somewhere deeper in the trees, unseen birds call to one another beneath the steady sigh of the trade winds.

The farther I climb, the quieter the modern world becomes.

No engines.

No voices.

Only wind, leaves, and the distant breathing of the sea.

For a moment, it feels as though time itself has loosened its grip on this place.

The trail suddenly disappears beneath tangled roots and fallen branches.

Most visitors would have turned back here. The climb grows steeper beyond this point, the jungle thicker. But my body remembers the way forward even when my eyes do not. I spent so many days climbing these cliffs in my youth that the path feels carved somewhere inside me.

The wind rises as I get nearer the summit, rattling the palms together in long whispering strokes. The sound is strangely melodic, like distant chanting carried through the trees.

There has always been something sacred about this place.

The heat on bare skin.

The smell of salt carried in the breeze.

The sound of endless movement coming from the sea.

Some treasures cannot be owned because they only exist while they are being lived.

The jungle begins to thin.

Light spills through the trees ahead.

Then the cliffs open before me.

Onomea Bay stretches wide beneath the afternoon sun, impossibly blue, as though the sky itself had fallen into the earth. To the right, a green peninsula stretches into the ocean, ending in a great stone arch that leads to the start of the sea. To the left, sheer volcanic cliffs rise like the walls of an ancient fortress, scarred by time and storm with several pieces missing.

Far below, on the right, I can still make out the small outcropping where the village once stood.

Kahaliʻi.

My grandmother used to tell me that canoes once rested there above the tide line, their hulls gleaming with seawater at dawn. Nets dried in the sunlight while smoke drifted upward from cooking fires. Children ran along the shoreline while kūpuna watched the tides and clouds for signs sent by the gods.

Now there is only wind, grass, jungle, and stone.

And the sea remembers all of it.

Out beyond the cliffs, to the left of where the village once stood, there are two lava formations that rise up from the restless water.

Dark.

Motionless.

Ancient.

Waves surge against them in endless white explosions before breaking apart into swirling foam and mist. The ocean wraps itself around the stones like white cloaks draped over silent shoulders.

The sight strikes something deep inside my chest.

Not pain.

A weight.

As though the bay itself recognizes me.

As though memory still lives here.

I hear my grandmother’s voice again, clear as the wind.

“They loved their people more than they loved their own tomorrows.”

As a boy, I was convinced it was merely a story about love. Nothing a child would find of any interest.

I understand now that it was much more. It was a story about sacrifice.

About duty.

About the terrible cost of becoming part of something greater than yourself.

When I was seven, I became angry because I had to share part of my catch with a cousin whose family had little food. 

My grandmother said nothing at first.

I still remember sitting beside the fire, stubborn and ashamed, arguing that what I caught should belong to me alone.

But that night, beneath the firelight, she told the story again.

The same story our people had carried for centuries.

The rocks still stand.

Even now, no matter where I travel across these islands, I see them in my mind.

“They loved their people more than they loved their own tomorrows.”

The words settle differently now that age has caught up with me.

Now I understand what happened here.

The wind shifts across the bay.

Clouds drift across the sun, and long shadows move slowly over the cliffs and water like passing spirits.

I slowly draw in a breath.

It does not completely fill my lungs.

The air feels heavier here.

Older.

As though the bay itself presses against my chest, waiting for me to remember.

I close my eyes.

“Ke lohe nei au, e nā kūpuna. Ke hoʻomanaʻo nei au i kā ʻoukou mau moʻolelo.” 

“I am listening, O elders. I am remembering your stories.”

A sudden gust sweeps across the cliffs.

The palms shudder.

The waves crash harder below.

And somewhere deep within the silence, the past begins to wake.

Long before these trails were carved,
before these cliffs learned silence,
when the night air carried chant, drum, and firelight,
the village of Kahaliʻi stirred with life—
with hula, genealogy, instruction, and memory.
The people were different then.

There were no engines to carry them.

No roads to divide the land.

No walls between the people and the sea.

Only the land.

Only the sea.

Only the kapu.

And the gods who walked beside them.
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CHAPTER 1

Kai
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Most of Kahaliʻi slept.

The cooking fires had burned low hours earlier, leaving only faint ribbons of smoke drifting above the hale. Families rested beneath thatched roofs while the rhythmic sound of waves washing against the shoreline echoed through the darkness. Beyond the village, taro fields lay silent beneath the stars, their waters reflecting tiny points of light from the heavens above.

But the ocean never slept.

It breathed.

It moved.

It listened.

And on this night, when the moon had hidden its face and darkness stretched from horizon to horizon, two fishermen prepared to answer its call.

A pair of kukui torches flickered on the beach as Kanoa and Nalu carried their gear across the black volcanic sand. The flames cast dancing shadows across the hull of their waʻa (canoe), illuminating polished koa wood worn smooth by generations of hands. Behind them, the village remained quiet. Ahead of them waited only Kai (The Sea).

Kai.

The provider of life.

The keeper of secrets.

Without speaking, they pushed the wa’a (canoe) into the water.

A small wave curled around their ankles as they climbed aboard. Nalu settled into position first and lowered his paddle. Kanoa followed, his movements practiced and deliberate. With a final push, the waʻa slipped free from the shore and glided into the darkness.

Within moments, the village disappeared behind them.

Only the stars remained.

Thousands of them filled the sky above Onomea Bay, scattered across the heavens in patterns known to every skilled navigator. Hōkūleʻa (the star Arcturus) shone brightly above the horizon. Hōkūpaʻa (the star Polaris) remained fixed in the north. The great arch of Ka Iwikuamoʻo  (The Milky Way) stretched overhead like a luminous pathway connecting earth and sky.

They raised their sail and the gentle wind immediately filled it and pushed the waʻa forward towards the Koʻa.

Nalu glanced toward the coastline.

The towering sea cliffs had become little more than dark silhouettes against the night sky, their jagged outlines barely visible beneath the blanket of stars overhead. In the darkness, they appeared like ancient sleeping giants standing watch over the island, their massive forms unchanged by the passing of generations.

The water surrounding the waʻa was remarkably calm.

No strong wind disturbed its surface. No crashing waves echoed from the reef. The ocean seemed to breathe in slow, deliberate rhythms beneath the canoe.

For several moments, neither man spoke.

Only the quiet splash of paddles entering and leaving the water accompanied them as they moved to the Koʻa.

At last, Kanoa broke the silence.

“Not many nights are this calm,” he said quietly.

His voice carried little farther than the bow of the canoe, yet Nalu heard every word.

Nalu nodded as he studied the dark water around them.

“It almost feels as though the entire Kai is asleep,” he said.

A faint smile touched Kanoa's weathered face. “The ocean never sleeps,” he replied. “It simply chooses different ways to speak.”

Nalu glanced toward him.

Kanoa's eyes remained fixed on the water.

“The ocean is speaking softly tonight,” he continued. “Most people only notice Kai when it is loud. They hear the crashing surf during a storm, they see the waves breaking against the cliffs, and they respect their power. But there is another side to Kai, one that reveals itself only when a person learns to be still enough to listen.”

The younger fisherman considered the words.

Around them, the dark water stretched endlessly beneath the stars.

“My father always said that was when it was hardest to hear.”

A knowing smile appeared on Kanoa's face.

“Yes,” he said. “That sounds exactly like something he would say.”

Nalu lowered his paddle for another stroke.

“He used to tell me that calm water could be more deceptive than rough water. He said a storm announces its arrival, but quiet seas often hide things beneath the surface.”

Kanoa nodded approvingly.

“A wise observation.”

Nalu's gaze drifted toward the horizon.

“When I was a boy, I never understood what he meant. I thought he was only talking about fishing,” he said.

“And now?” Kanoa smiled faintly.

“Now I think he was talking about much more than fishing.” Nalu answered.

The older fisherman let the words settle between them.

The stars reflected across the water like scattered embers, rising and falling with each gentle swell.

“Your father was a wise man,” Kanoa said at last. “He understood that Kai teaches the same lessons as life. The loud dangers are rarely the ones that catch a person by surprise. It is the quiet things—the subtle changes in current, the shift in wind, the choices that seem insignificant—that often determine whether a voyage ends well.”

Nalu listened carefully.

Kanoa rarely wasted words.

“When I was younger,” Kanoa continued, “strength was the most important quality a fisherman could possess. I thought success belonged to the man with the strongest arms, the fastest paddle, or the greatest courage.”

He looked across the dark water. “Age taught me otherwise.”

“What is most important?” Nalu asked.

Kanoa was silent for a moment. Then he tapped a finger lightly against the side of the canoe.

“Attention,” he finally said.

The answer surprised Nalu. “Attention?”

“Yes,” Kanoa repeated. The older fisherman nodded.

“A man who pays attention notices the clouds gathering long before the storm arrives. He notices the changing tide before it becomes dangerous. He notices the movement of fish, the behavior of birds, and the warning hidden within a single unusual wave.”

His gaze lifted toward the stars.

“The ocean is always speaking. The question is whether we are listening.”

For a time, neither man spoke.

The canoe continued gliding through the darkness, carried forward by steady strokes and generations of accumulated knowledge.

Above them, the stars watched silently.

Below them, Kai whispered secrets to those who were patient enough to hear them.

And together, the two fishermen paddled onward into the night.

The Koʻa were several miles along the coast, beyond familiar reefs and rocky points known only to experienced fishermen. Outsiders would not have seen anything but darkness. Kanoa saw landmarks.

A particular rise in the mountains.

A break in the tree line.

The silhouette of a sea cliff.

A jagged outcrop of black lava rock.

Each marker carried meaning.

Each marker had been taught.

His father had shown them to him. His grandfather had shown them to his father. Generations of fishermen had memorized the coastline long before any of them had been born.

Such places were not found by chance.

They were inherited.

Each fishing ground carried a history older than any living fisherman. Knowledge of the reefs, channels, currents, and underwater ledges passed from one generation to the next, entrusted to those willing to learn and disciplined enough to remember. A particular cliff along the shoreline, the silhouette of a lava outcrop against the stars, or the position of a mountain ridge beneath the night sky could guide a skilled fisherman as surely as a marked trail through a forest.

At last, Kanoa raised his hand.

“Hoe (row).”

Nalu adjusted his paddle stroke immediately.

The waʻa responded smoothly, gliding across the dark water before gradually changing direction. Beneath them, the ocean reflected the stars in broken fragments of silver light, making it seem as though the canoe traveled between two heavens.

For several moments, neither man spoke.

The rhythmic sound of Nalu's paddle entering and leaving the water blended with the quiet breathing of the sea.

“We should reach the reef before the tide turns,” he said.

Nalu glanced forward of the waʻa. “You believe the fish will be there tonight?”

“I do,” his answer came without hesitation.

Nalu looked across the water. The ocean appeared calm and unchanged, revealing little of what lay beneath its surface.

“You sound certain,” Nalu questioned.

A faint smile touched Kanoa's weathered face. “Certain enough.”

Nalu laughed softly. “That is not the same thing.”

“No,” Kanoa agreed. “It is not.”

The older fisherman rested one hand against the side of the canoe while keeping his eyes fixed on the distant coast.

“The currents have been favorable for three nights,” he said. “Not strong enough to disturb the reef, but steady enough to carry warmer water into these Koʻa (Traditional fishing grounds).”

Nalu listened carefully.

Kanoa rarely spoke without purpose.

“Warm water attracts the smaller fish,” Kanoa continued. “The smaller fish attract the larger ones. It has always been that way.”

He lifted his gaze toward the sky.

“The stars are clear as well. There is no haze around them and no sign of changing weather. The winds have remained steady, and the sea has not been troubled by storms.”

Nalu followed his gaze upward.

Thousands of stars filled the heavens above them.

“Hōkūleʻa shines brightly tonight,” Nalu observed.

“It does,” Kanoa said. “And Hōkūpaʻa remains sharp and steady. The sky often reveals tomorrow before the ocean does.”

Nalu smiled. “My makuakāne (father) used to say something similar.”

Kanoa nodded.

“A wise fisherman pays attention to both.”

The canoe continued gliding forward.

Ahead of them, the reef remained hidden beneath the darkness.

“The reef has also rested beneath kapu since the last moon,” Kanoa said. “No hooks. No nets. No disturbance. The fish have been left to feed, spawn, and gather without interruption.”

“That alone should help,” Kanoa added.

“It should?” asked Nalu.

Kanoa paused, listening to the gentle movement of water against the hull.

Then he continued.

“Many people think fishing is about catching fish. It is not.”

Nalu raised an eyebrow. “No?”

“It is about understanding patterns.” The older fisherman gestured toward the ocean around them.

“The tides follow patterns.” Kanoa continued. “The currents follow patterns. The winds follow patterns. Even the fish follow patterns. A fisherman who learns those patterns will rarely return home empty-handed.” 

“And a fisherman who ignores them?” asked Nalu.

Kanoa chuckled. “He spends a great deal of time wondering why everyone else catches fish while he catches stories.”

That earned a laugh from Nalu. “I have known a few fishermen like that.”

“We all have,” laughed Kanoa.

For a moment, silence returned.

The stars wheeled overhead while the waʻa continued its steady journey through the darkness.

Finally, Nalu glanced toward Kanoa.

“So, all these signs tell you tonight will be a good night?”

Kanoa considered the question.

“The currents,” he began.

He raised a finger.

“The weather.”

A second finger.

“The warm water.”

A third.

“The rested reef.”

A fourth.

“They all point in the same direction.”

“And beyond that?” asked Nalu.

A knowing smile appeared on Kanoa's face. “Beyond that, I have a good feeling about tonight.”

Nalu laughed softly. “There it is.”

“What?” asked Kanoa.

“The part that cannot be explained,” said Nalu with a smirk.

Kanoa's eyes sparkled beneath the starlight. “Not everything worth knowing can be explained.”

Nalu nodded.

Years spent fishing beside the lawaiʻa nui (master fisherman) had taught him that such instincts were rarely the result of luck. Kanoa simply noticed things that others overlooked. He listened more carefully, observed more patiently, and understood the language of the sea more deeply than most men ever would.

Again, Kai had rewarded that wisdom.

Nalu suspected tonight would be no different.

The lawaiʻa nui moved slowly within the waʻa.

Even in darkness, he commanded attention.

His body was lean and powerful from decades spent battling waves, hauling nets, and navigating open water. Deep lines marked his face, carved there by years of sun, wind, and salt. His hands were rough with calluses earned through honest labor. He spoke little, but when he did, people listened.

Beside him, Nalu represented a younger generation.

Strong.

Capable.

Still learning.

A pale scar crossed his calf, visible whenever torchlight touched it—a permanent reminder of the day a curious young fisherman had ventured into dangerous surf and discovered that courage and wisdom were not always the same thing.

Far ahead, the reef finally emerged from the darkness.

Kanoa raised his hand again.

Nalu backpaddled.

The waʻa slowed.

Then stopped.

Around them, the ocean stretched endlessly beneath the stars.

Neither man spoke.

This was the moment between effort and reward.

The moment fishermen respected most.

The reef below remained under kapu until the tide completed its turn. Generations of villagers had obeyed the restriction, allowing the fish populations to replenish and thrive. The kapu was more than a rule.

It was a promise.

A promise that Kai would continue feeding their children and their children's children.

The two fishermen waited.

The torches crackled softly.

The stars wheeled overhead.

And somewhere beneath the dark water below, unseen schools of fish were beginning to move.

The night fishing was about to begin.

“Time to light the fishing kukui torches, Nalu,” Kanoa calmly told Nalu. “Hold them over the side to attract the fish to the surface. Avoid moving too fast, we do not want to alarm the fish while they are mesmerized by our torch.”

Nalu set aside his paddle and lifted the long pole prepared for the torch. Kukui nuts wrapped in leaves crowned their tip, rich with oil and slow to burn. He set them alight, and flame bloomed against the darkness. The kukui oil gave off a bright orange glow. Standing carefully, he extended the torch over the side of the waʻa, and firelight trembled across the surface of the water until shapes began to gather beneath it, drawn upward by brightness where none had been. 

Kanoa cast the ‘upena kolo (large net). The ‘upena kolo opened wide and fell into Kai, sinking before tightening beneath his hands. He pulled, and the net tightened, and silver life thrashed against the woven fiber. The first catch was heavy.

As lawaiʻa nui, Kanoa did not claim the first fish for himself. It belonged to Kuʻula-kai (god of fishermen). He took a fish from the first net and set it aside to offer to Kuʻula-kai at a koʻa (also describes a religious shrine) setup back in the village. He murmured an offering quietly, for blessings were not shouted, and then Nalu helped him haul the net aboard as the waʻa rocked beneath the weight of what had been given.

Kanoa cast again, and again the net rose full.

“We may finish early tonight, Nalu,” he said, though he did not smile, for abundance was never assumed. “The Koʻa must feed tomorrow as well as tonight.”

Nalu nodded and cleared the mesh with practiced hands. One final cast followed, and when they drew the net back once more it too was brimming. They stowed the fish carefully and wrapped the ‘upena kolo.

“Time to head home,” Kanoa said.

They turned the waʻa toward the dark line of shore, and Kanoa did not cast again, for the Kai gives, yes—but it watches, and men who take more than their share do not prosper long.

The stars remained unbroken overhead as they began the long paddle home.

The wind that had carried them outward fell quiet sometime after midnight, and by the third hour before dawn the sail hung slack against its mast. What had been given freely on the way out would not be given on the return. And so, they paddled. The waʻa rode lower now, heavy with fish, and each stroke bit deeper into the dark water. Their shoulders burned, but neither spoke of it. Breath and paddle kept the same rhythm, enter, pull, lift, and enter again, while salt dried stiff against their skin and spray cooled the heat rising in their arms.

Kanoa guided them by signs that could barely be seen. The mountain inland was only a darker shape against the paling sky, and the reef ahead revealed itself not by sight but by the change in the water’s voice. They smelled the land before they saw it, soil, palm, and the faint smoke of fires, but Kanoa did not yet turn the waʻa toward shore. He slowed his stroke and lifted his chin toward the narrow break at the mouth of the bay.

“Not yet,” he said. He felt the heartbeat of Kai against the waʻa.

The words were quiet, spoken as though the tide itself might hear them. Nalu obeyed at once, easing his paddle until the waʻa drifted just beyond the pull of the outgoing current. The water slipped past them, restless and intent on emptying itself into the open Kai. Nalu felt the question rise in him, why wait, when home was so near? —but he swallowed it. This was how men learned: not by asking too quickly, but by watching.

Kanoa studied the surface, though he was reading what lay beneath it, the lift and fall of swells, the sideways slide of current along the reef. He waited not for strength, but for alignment. 

The waʻa drifted quietly across the calm water as the two fishermen waited for the tide to complete its turn. Above them, the night sky stretched from horizon to horizon without a cloud to obscure it. Thousands of stars burned brightly overhead, reflected so clearly upon the sea that the canoe floated between two worlds.

Nalu rested his paddle across his lap and tilted his head back.

"I do not remember the stars ever looking this bright."

Kanoa followed his gaze.

"They always look this way," he said. "Most people simply do not spend enough time looking at them."

Nalu smiled. "Perhaps." For a few moments, he studied the heavens.

The great river of stars arched overhead from one side of the sky to the other.

"What is that one called again?" he asked, pointing upward.

Kanoa glanced toward the brilliant band of light.

"Ka Iwikuamoʻo."

"The Backbone."

"Yes," said Nalu in agreement.

The older fisherman nodded. "It is one of the great star lines used
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