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Dedicated to Dixie Kay Baume, My Mother, who read romances by the stack — This one is yours. My first.  I miss you. Aloha au iā ʻoe.
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‘Aʻohe hana nui ke alu ʻia.’ No task is too big when done together by all. — Hawaiian proverb
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PROLOGUE
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The Land Remembers

REMEMBERS The land has always known. Long before the first canoe touched these shores, before the voyagers followed the stars across Moana-nui-a-Kiwa — the great ocean that connects all things — the ‘aina was alive. Every stone, every tide pool, every ridge of the Waiʻanae Mountain Range held memory. The ko’olau winds carried stories. The red dirt of Nanakuli held the bones of ancestors who had never asked permission to be born there and never imagined being asked to leave. The Waiʻanae Coast of Oʻahu is not a postcard. It is not the polished face of Waikiki or the resort lagoons carved into coral at the southern edge of these same waters. Waiʻanae is raw and real — the last stronghold of Native Hawaiian culture on Oʻahu, where the mountains rise so sharply from the shore that they seem to hold the sky in place. The families who have always been here remain. The taro still grows in the loʻi. The chants are still sung. The fish still run in Pokai Bay when the season is right. The land holds all of this.

It held it through the Great Mahele of 1848, when the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi decided to give Western land ownership a try and broke something that had never been meant to be broken. It held it through the overthrow of the queen in 1893, when businessmen and marines walked into ‘Iolani Palace and told her she was no longer the queen. It held it through the plantation era, when sugar companies-built dams and left them for the community to pray over every time the rain came hard. The land is patient. It has been waiting since 1848. 

⁂

In a yellow house at the end of a red dirt road in Nanakuli, a woman named Hana Kahananui pressed a plumeria blossom between her palms every morning before the sun cleared the Waianae ridge. She had done this for thirty-seven years, since the day her mother taught her that gratitude, offered to the land and the light, was not a religious act but a practical one. Her daughter, Leilani, had stopped listening to the land somewhere between law school and heartbreak. She now lived in a glass-walled condo in Kaka’ako, a neighborhood of Honolulu being reinvented by the same forces she spent her professional life fighting. She ran on the beach before dawn and worked until midnight and had not taken a vacation in four years. Her younger sister, Nohea — twenty years old, almost twenty-one, watching everything from the edges — would one day tell this story. Not yet. She was still learning how to listen. 

⁂

One hundred and sixty-eight years before any of this began, a woman named Ka’ahumanu Kahananui walked to the Land Commission of the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi and stated, simply and without apology, what was hers. She was forty-one years old. Her husband told her not to bother. She went anyway. She was awarded 4.3 acres. Kuleana Award No. 4471. It was never sold. It passed down through the generations until it came to rest, unrecorded in any modern database, in the collective memory of the Kahananui ‘ohana. The land had been waiting since 1848. It was good at waiting. The people who came to build things on it rarely were.
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The Land
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CHAPTER 1
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The Broker

The broker called it a no-brainer, which was how Tyler Mercer knew he was the only one in the car who had actually looked at it. Dave Kessler had been in Hawaii commercial real estate for eleven years. He drove a silver Escalade and wore the island uniform of someone who had moved here to make money rather than stay — collared shirt, slacks, Maui Jim sunglasses perched above a smile that arrived half a second before it was warranted. He talked about the parcel the way you talk about a stock that’s about to split: the upside was obvious, the timing was right, and if you had any reservations about the purchase, those were feelings and feelings were not the metric. Tyler did not have feelings about the purchase. He had a spreadsheet. They turned off Farrington Highway onto a red dirt access road and Tyler felt the Escalade rock beneath him and looked out the passenger window at the coast. The Pacific was to his right — jade green close to shore, brilliant blue beyond the reef, the kind of water that people set as screensavers and thought they understood. To his left, the Waiʻanae Mountains rose in a wall of steep green ridgelines, volcanic rock striped with mineral color, the whole range backlit by a morning sky of exceptional clarity.

It was beautiful. Tyler noted this the way he noted most beautiful things: as a data point confirming market value.

‘Two hundred and twelve acres,’ Dave said.

‘Phase One site plan puts the primary structures in the lower eastern section — semi-flat, stable, excellent foundation substrate. Not far enough away if a tsunami comes, but we will deal with the height above sea level later. The upper gulch stays as an environmental buffer per county requirements. Power feed from the existing HECO infrastructure on Farrington is a straight engineering problem.’ Tyler got out of the car. The rust-red soil was the deep orange red of volcanic soil, the kind that stains shoes immediately and permanently, which Tyler noted as a minor operational inconvenience. The survey crew was already on site. He walked the lower section. Two hundred and twelve acres. Power. Water. Proximity to the cloud’s digital infrastructure requirements. Six to eight hundred million in contracts if the timeline held. He could see the facility already — the server buildings in precise rows, the cooling infrastructure, the security perimeter, the parking for fifty permanent employees. He could not see the loʻi. It was there, on the other side of a wire fence at the northern boundary — flooded taro fields, bright water catching the morning light, the broad-leafed plants standing in rows with the patience of things that have been growing in this specific soil for a long time. Beyond the loʻi, a red dirt track led to a yellow house half hidden by mango trees, a row of plumeria along its fence line, a woman visible in the far field moving between rows of flowers. Tyler did not look at any of this. He looked at the eastern lower section. He pulled out his phone and called his brother.

‘I’m on site,‘ he said when Cade answered. ’It’s exactly what the report said.’ While Cade talked, Tyler walked the perimeter. He passed a rock at the eastern corner — a weathered basalt stone, roughly knee-high, set into the ground with the permanence of something that had been there for a very long time. He stepped over it without looking down.

⁂

‘Not get involved in the wars,’ he said. He turned back to Tyler.

‘The cases are public record. Your title attorney will run them. The wars — you’ll find out about those at your own pace.’

‘That sounds like a disclaimer,’ Tyler said.

‘It is a disclaimer. I deliver it to every mainland buyer. I deliver it cleanly, so I sleep at night,’ Dave said.

‘Noted,’ Tyler said. Dave handed him the keys to the gate lock — the broker’s set, copied for the survey crew — and walked back toward the Escalade. Halfway there he paused.

‘Mr. Mercer,’ he said. Tyler looked up.

‘The yellow house,’ Dave said.

‘The one with the plumeria. I’d recommend not trying to acquire that one.’

‘It’s not in the parcel,’ Tyler said.

‘I know.‘ Dave said. He got in the Escalade. He would remember to tell his brother this later.

⁂

Caden Mercer did not think of himself as a villain. This was, he would later understand, part of the problem. He was sitting in a window seat on a Hawaiian Airlines flight from San Jose to Honolulu, his laptop open on a thirty-four-page due diligence report on the Waiʻanae property that his team had compiled over the previous eight months. He had read it three times. He read everything three times — it was a habit developed in college and never broken, and it had served him well through a decade of building Energy Fort from a three-person startup in a Palo Alto garage into one of the largest data infrastructure companies in North America. He was thirty-eight years old. He had a net worth north of two billion dollars, a number that still occasionally startled him when he saw it in print. He wore Patagonia and New Balance and had never owned a yacht once. He was working on being self-aware about the fact that this was its own kind of performance. The Hawaii play was, from a purely business standpoint, obvious. The islands sat at the geographic center of the Pacific — halfway between the US mainland and East Asia — with submarine fiber optic infrastructure connecting to Japan, Australia, and the continental United States. The clouds and the government were feverish to be build digital infrastructure requirements and they had been expanding since 2018. A campus in Waiʻanae, far enough from Honolulu for affordable land and close enough to existing power infrastructure, would position Energy Fort for the commercial and federal contracts that would define its next decade. It was perfect timing. Tyler had called it a no-brainer, which was the phrase Tyler used for everything he wanted to do quickly. Cade closed the laptop and looked out the window. Below, the Pacific stretched to every horizon, improbably blue. He had been to Hawaiʻi twice and had spent both visits primarily on phone calls. He was about to spend eighteen months building a major facility on one of its islands. He had the quiet, specific feeling that he should know more about the place than he did.

⁂ 

His phone buzzed. A forwarded email from his Honolulu legal team — Mau and Tanaka — flagging something in the title report. He read it carefully. Kuleana Award No. 4471. Ka’ahumanu Kahananui, grantee. Land Commission of the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi. April 3, 1851. 4.3 acres within the parcel. Current status: unresolved. He stared at the email for a moment. Then he searched. He read about the Great Mahele. He read about the Land Commission. He read about unresolved claims and quiet title actions and the legal framework that governed land in Hawaiʻi in ways that were fundamentally unlike any other state in the country. He read for forty minutes. The flight attendant passed twice without his noticing.

Then he searched for the attorney who had flagged the claim. He found the firm. Kahananui and Associates. Environmental, Cultural Resources, and Native Hawaiian Land Rights Law. He clicked to the principal attorney’s biography. Leilani Kahananui, Esq. JD, William S. Richardson School of Law. Native Hawaiian. Six years in practice. She had litigated a kuleana claim to successful resolution in 2022. He looked at the photograph. Professional. Navy blazer. Dark hair pulled back. The photograph had the quality of all professional headshots: it was accurate and it told you almost nothing. A smile held in some reserve, offered precisely as much as the occasion required and no more. He moved to the next page. He read through the rest of the firm’s materials — case history, areas of practice, and a brief description of the cultural resources work. Then, without entirely deciding to, he went back. He looked at the photograph again.

The second look told him more than the first. Not the blazer, not the professional composure — the thing underneath it. Dark eyes that looked directly into the camera rather than past it, with the quality of someone who looks at things the way they actually are. A mouth that was not smiling in a way that cost her something. The quality of stillness in a face that he suspected was not usually still. He was looking at it a third time before he caught himself. The next thought arrived before he could stop it: she is going to be in the room. Not on a video call. Not in a deposition exhibit. In the same physical space. He noticed that he was already, somehow, thinking about that — not the legal problem of it, the fact of it — and he filed the noticing under the same category he filed most uncomfortable observations: things to come back to when there was time. There was not going to be time. He put the phone face-down on the tray table. Ka’ahumanu Kahananui. Kuleana Award No. 4471. 1851.

Leilani Kahananui. Kahananui and Associates. 2019. He knew what this meant legally. He had just read enough to understand it. What he did not yet know was what it meant in every other way — what the land meant, what the name meant, what it would mean to be in the same room as the attorney who was about to make his project considerably more complicated. He put that question away where he put things he wasn’t ready to look at yet. He picked up the phone, opened the report, and read it a fourth time.

⁂

The broker said the drive from Ko Olina took seventeen minutes on a good day, and it did,

and every one of those seventeen minutes Cade spent looking out the window with the focused attention of a man who had promised himself he would pay attention to this place before making any further decisions about it. Farrington Highway ran north along the coast with the ocean on one side and the green ridges on the other, and between them everything that constituted the Waiʻanae community: small houses painted in colors that worked together without planning, pickup trucks in driveways, children at bus stops, a roadside stand with a hand-painted sign promising shave ice. A taro farm visible from the road, the flooded loʻi bright in the morning light. A fisherman on the rocks at the waterline, perfectly still.

‘How long have people lived here?’ Cade asked. Dave Kessler glanced at him.

‘Oh, a long time. The community has deep roots.’

‘That’s the community impact section. I asked how long people have lived here.’ A pause.

‘Generations,’ Dave said. Cade failed the pause.

⁂

The parcel was exactly what the report had described and entirely unlike what the report had made him imagine. He walked the lower section while the survey crew worked the eastern boundary, and after ten minutes he left the crew behind and walked to the northern fence line. On the other side: the loʻi. The flooded taro fields, water still in the morning calm, the taro plants standing in rows with the patience of things that understood exactly where they belonged. Beyond the loʻi, a red dirt track led north to a yellow house behind mango trees. A row of plumeria. A woman in a wide-brimmed hat moving between flower rows, her back to him, unhurried. He stood at the fence longer than he meant to. The woman in the hat had a kitchen that he could not see from the property line but could hear — a screen door, the small sound of a wooden spoon against a pot, the hum of something on a stove. The sound carried across the loʻi in the way kitchen sounds carry on a coast where the air does not move much before noon. He was not prepared for what the sound did to him.

He was eleven again. Sacramento, 1993. His mother’s kitchen on a Wednesday afternoon — the kitchen of a woman who had been a chef before she became a mother and who still cooked the way a chef cooks, with the radio on and the wooden spoon and the tempo of someone who knew what they were doing. He had walked in from school with his backpack and stood in the doorway watching her, because watching her in the kitchen had been one of the small ordinary pleasures of his childhood, and he had told her about a thing that had happened at school that day, and she had said: tell me when I am done with this sauce, and he had waited, and she had finished the sauce, and they had sat at the kitchen island and she had listened to him for forty minutes. Three weeks later she was gone. Not a fight. Not a warning. Just a Wednesday she did not come home, and a Thursday with a phone call from a hotel in San Francisco, and a Friday with a letter explaining what she had decided about her own life. He had been eleven. Tyler had been seven. Their father had read the letter at the kitchen island where she had listened to him about school three Wednesdays earlier, and Cade had watched his father read it, and he had decided, that afternoon, with the clarity of an eleven-year-old understanding something for the first time, that he was not going to want a kitchen ever again. Wanting a kitchen was how you lost one. He had been very successful at not wanting a kitchen for the next twenty-six years. He was thirty-eight years old. He was standing at the fence line of a parcel he had bought for forty-seven million dollars. There was a woman in a wide-brimmed hat moving through plumeria rows in a yard he could not enter, and a kitchen he could not see was making the sound of someone who knew what she was doing, and he was — and this was the new information — extremely aware that he wanted to know what she was cooking. He turned away from the fence. He walked back to where the survey crew was waiting. He stood at the fence for longer than he meant to.

This was not a blank slate. He had known this intellectually. But standing in the red dirt with the mountains at his back and the loʻi gleaming in front of him and the smell of plumeria coming from the property beyond, he understood it differently. This was a place with a living shape. He walked the eastern boundary slowly and near the corner he saw the rock. Basalt, roughly knee-high, weathered to a particular greybrown. Set into the ground at the corner of the property with the permanence of something placed rather than fallen — something that had been there long enough that the soil had grown up around it. He stopped. He pulled out his phone and opened the kuleana award document. He read the boundary description Ka’ahumanu Kahananui had given to the Land Commission in 1851: at the eastern corner, one large dark stone set into the ground on the uphill side. He looked at the rock. He looked at the document. His phone buzzed. Tyler. He declined the call.

He stood at the rock for a while, in the red ground, with the high slopes above him and the loʻi to the north and the yellow house visible through the mango trees, and he understood that the forty-seven million dollars his company had paid had purchased something considerably more complicated than the title report had indicated.
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CHAPTER 2
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The Heir

Hana Kahananui had been awake since four thirty. This was not unusual. The flower farm required it — the cut flowers needed to be in water before the heat of the day, the lei orders filled before the airport runs, and the wholesale deliveries made before the shops opened. The rhythm of the farm was the rhythm of the island, which was the rhythm of the light, and the light on the Waiʻanae Coast did not wait. She was in the plumeria rows when the sun cleared the Waianae ridge, which was her favorite moment of any day — the quality of Waiʻanae morning light, warm and slightly golden even early, the way it came over the ridge and lit the mountain face before it reached the coast. The rooster at the Akana property crowed once, then a second time. Three doors down, the screen door at the Kahalewai’s slammed and slammed again and stopped, which meant the children had come out and gone back in for something forgotten. The mynah birds were doing their morning argument in the mango tree. Somewhere in the loʻi below, the water was moving through the upper sluice with the sound of water that has been moving through the same sluice since 1927. Hana heard the sounds the way people who have lived in one specific place for forty-one years hear sounds: each one in its own register, each one telling her something about the morning.

She pressed a blossom between her palms and breathed it in. Her mother had taught her. Her mother’s mother had taught her mother. The gratitude offered before the work began. The land gives. You acknowledge. You work.

⁂ 

The electricity bill was on the kitchen table when she went in for water. Three hundred and forty-two dollars. The pump for the loʻi irrigation diversion ran twelve hours a day in dry season and the HECO rate had gone up again in January and the solar panels covered sixty percent of the farm’s load on a good day, and this had not been a good month for solar. She folded the bill and put it in the drawer with the others. The flower farm worked. It had always worked, not easily and not without worry but functionally, as long as the land, the water, and the light cooperated, which they did more often than not. What the land gave, she acknowledged. She worked. She had been doing this for thirty-seven years on this specific ground, and she intended to keep doing it. 

⁂ 

At nine o’clock she saw the silver Escalade on the red dirt access road to the adjacent property. She had looked at the county records two weeks ago. The sale price: forty-seven million dollars. She had not said anything to Leilani yet. She had been thinking about how. The Escalade was followed by two smaller vehicles, and then there were people on the adjacent land with surveying equipment, and a man in the passenger seat of the Escalade who got out and walked the fence line and stopped at the northern boundary, near the loʻi, and stood there for longer than a man doing a site survey needed to stand in one place. She watched him from the flower rows, her hands continuing to work. He was too far away to read his face. But his body had the stillness of someone who had just understood something he had not understood before. She recognized the quality of that stillness. It was not the stillness of a man looking at real estate. She went back to her work. In her apron pocket, her phone buzzed with a message from Leilani: ‘Mama, can we talk tonight? I found something.,’ Hana read the message. She held the phone for a moment. She looked at the field next door, where the man with the stillness was no longer visible. She typed back: ‘Come for dinner. I’ll make poi.’ She put the phone away and went back to the plumeria. The blossom she was holding needed to go into water before the heat came up, and the heat was coming.

⁂

The email arrived at 6:47 AM on a Tuesday in March. Leilani Kahananui was standing in her Kaka’ako condo kitchen, still in her running clothes, cooling down from her five AM beach run along Ala Moana. She was holding a cup of single origin Kona coffee and her phone and was making the decision, as she made it every morning, to look at email before she had finished the coffee. She had been making this decision for six years and saw no compelling reason to stop. The subject line read: Energy Fort Technologies — Title Review Request — Waiʻanae Parcel, Oʻahu. She almost deleted it. Her firm took on title dispute work occasionally, but it wasn’t her specialty. 

Environmental and cultural resources law was her specialty. The kind of work that made developers uncomfortable. Something made her open it. The email was from Pacific Gateway Title and Escrow, San Jose, requesting a review of encumbrances on a 212-acre parcel in Waiʻanae. Legal description: Tax Map Key 8-6012:045. Leilani set down her coffee. She knew that parcel. She had hiked it a hundred times as a child — up through the lantana and Christmas berry on the slopes behind her grandparents‘ property, into the upper gulch where the native ‘ohi’a lehua still grew in the volcanic rock. Her grandfather had called it the back land. She closed her eyes for a moment. She was seven years old. Her father had taken her to the loʻi at six in the morning because, he said, the loʻi was a different place at six than it was at any other time of day, and he wanted her to know that. They had walked from the yellow house in the dark, her hand in his, the trade winds not yet up, the coast still asleep. At the edge of the loʻi he had stopped her.

‘You don’t walk in,’ he had said. ‘Not yet. First you tell the loʻi you are coming.’ She had not understood. She was seven. ‘How,’ she had said. ‘You stand here. You let it know you are here. Then you ask permission. Then you walk in carefully, because this is a place that is alive and you are stepping on its skin.’ He had crouched down beside her. ‘Your great-great-great-great-grandmother walked here. Her hand was on the same red dirt. She did not compact the soil. She walked carefully. You walk carefully too. That’s the agreement.’ She had stood there with her father in the not-yet-light, and she had told the loʻi she was coming, in her seven-year-old way, in her head, which was The only language she had then. And then she had walked in carefully. Her father had nodded once. ‘That’s how. Now you know,’ he said. She opened her eyes. The Tax Map Key was still on her screen. The 4.3-acre kuleana award was still there, unresolved, since 1851. Her great-great-great-great-grandmother had told that loʻi she was coming, walking up to the Land Commission alone in 1851. Her father had told that loʻi he was coming, every morning of her childhood. She herself had told that loʻi she was coming, at age seven, standing at its edge in the not-yet-light. A forty-seven-million-dollar broker she had never met was about to find out that he had bought a piece of land that her great-great-great-great-grandmother had walked carefully on, and that her father had taught her to walk carefully on, and that she was going to fight for with every legal instrument available to her. She had told the loʻi she was coming. The loʻi had heard her. She opened the attachment. Forty-seven pages of preliminary title report. She scrolled to the summary. Current owner: Energy Fort Pacific Holdings LLC. Acquired December 14, 2019. Purchase price: $47.8 million. That as three days ago. She breathed in sharply through her nose. She scrolled. Proposed development: Energy Fort Technologies Data Center Campus, Phase 1. Groundbreaking planned for April 30, 2020.

She scrolled to page twenty-three, where a careful paralegal had placed a red flag in the digital margin. Kuleana Award No. 4471. Ka’ahumanu Kahananui, grantee. Land Commission of the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi. April 3, 1851. 4.3 acres. Current status: unresolved. 

⁂ 

She sat down on her kitchen stool. She sat without moving — the way you sit when the world has just shifted, and you haven’t yet decided what it means. Outside, Honolulu was brightening into morning. She was barely aware of it. She drifted and was in her grandfather’s living room, listening to him talk about land that his grandfather’s grandfather had been awarded by the kingdom. Land that had never been sold. It was there. And Energy Fort Technologies had just built a forty-seven-million-dollar problem on top of it. She called Keahi before seven.

‘Pull everything we have on Tax Map Key 8-6012:045 in Waiʻanae,’ she said.

‘Land Commission Award records for the Kahananui family from 1848 onward. Any Bureau of Conveyances filings. Any probate records.’ A pause.

‘Kahananui. As in...’

‘Yes.’

‘How bad is it?’

‘Pull the files. And call Judge Reyes’s clerk. I need her availability this week.’ She hung up. Stood. She had time before she needed to leave for the office — not much, but enough. She searched for Energy Fort Technologies.

⁂ 

The company was privately held, $4.2 billion in revenue, data infrastructure, Pacific and federal markets. Founded by two brothers in 2009. Based in San Jose. She found the leadership page. Tyler Mercer, COO. Caden Mercer, CEO and cofounder. She read the CEO’s bio. It was the biography of a man who built things and didn’t stop. Stanford MBA. Energy Fort from a Palo Alto garage to a major infrastructure company in ten years. Federal contracts. Commercial partnerships. She read him extensively — the bio mentioned him in the way that biographies mention personality traits the subject cares about people knowing. He had a reputation for preparing exhaustively before any significant decision. She could tell. There was a photograph. Professional. Navy jacket, open collar. Light brown hair slightly too long for the executive he was. The photograph had the quality of a man who had sat for it once and not again, who had agreed that it was sufficient and moved on to something that interested him more. His eyes were green-grey. She noted this with the, precise attention of someone who notices things and doesn’t always know why, and then she moved to the next tab. She pulled up the court filing system and began building the injunction motion. Three minutes later, without entirely deciding to, she went back to the Energy Fort leadership page.

She looked at the photograph for approximately four seconds. His eyes were green-grey. The color of the ocean under overcast sky, which was a color that did not particularly exist in Hawaiʻi and which she found, in this specific context, irritating. He looked like someone who had read the background materials and had things to say about them. This was not, she told herself firmly, a relevant observation. She closed the tab. She filed the observation under ‘irrelevant’ and went back to the injunction motion. She would not, she told herself, be one of those women. The kind who mistook a photograph for a person, who let the wrong kind of attention undermine the right kind of work. Her grandfather’s land was the work. Her mother’s loʻi was the work. Forty-seven million dollars of mainland confidence was sitting on top of all of it, and she was not going to be the attorney who lost focus because the man who built it had eyes that did something inconvenient. She closed the laptop a little harder than she meant to.

⁂

The Kaka’ako morning was its specific morning. The construction crews at the lot two doors down had started — the steady rhythm of the crane swing, the men calling instructions, the metal-on-metal sound of materials being staged. Honolulu was waking up in the way Honolulu always did at seven in the morning: the ocean a constant beneath everything, the easterlies beginning their work for the day, the small specific quality of a city built on the edge of an island that was, ultimately, in conversation with what surrounded it. Inside Leilani’s kitchen the sounds were small. The coffee maker had cycled off ten minutes ago. The refrigerator was doing the thing it did when it was about to need a service call. Her laptop fan was on. Her breath was even. Outside, on the lanai, a single mynah bird was doing its morning argument with itself. She set down the coffee.

She had made harder calls. She told herself this as she dialed her great aunt’s number at half past seven in the morning, standing at the kitchen counter in her suit jacket with the injunction motion outline open on the laptop beside her coffee. She had made the call to tell a client their case had failed. She had made the call to tell her mother that Makoa Kahananui was not coming out of surgery. She had made calls across a decade of law practice that required the courage of saying the hard thing to someone who was not ready to hear it. This one felt different because the person on the other end of it was going to say something Leilani had not yet decided she was ready to hear. Puanani answered on the second ring, which meant she had been awake. Puanani was always awake earlier than anyone assumed. ‘I found it,’ Leilani said. A silence. Not a surprised silence — the silence of someone who has been waiting a long time for a sentence. ‘Tell me what you found,’ Puanani said.

‘Tax Map Key 8-6-012:045. Two hundred and twelve acres in Nanakuli. Purchased in December by a California tech company for forty-seven million dollars. Data center campus. April groundbreaking.’ She paused.

‘Page twenty-three of the preliminary title report. Kuleana Award No. 4471. Ka’ahumanu Kahananui, grantee. Land Commission, April 1851. 4.3 acres. Status: unresolved.’ Another silence. Longer.

‘Sit down, keiki,’ Puanani said.

‘I’m sitting.’

‘Sit differently. You’re sitting the way you sit at your desk. Sit the way you sit when you’re listening.’ Leilani moved from the counter stool to the couch. She tucked one foot under her and held the phone and waited, which was not a thing she did easily, but which Puanani had always been able to produce in her.

⁂ 

‘Ka’ahumanu Pahukoa-Keli’iaho-Kahananui,’ Puanani began — the full name, which meant the story was serious.

‘Born 1810, on this coast, in the year of the hahalua run, when the mantas came so close to shore the children could touch them from the beach.’

‘Puanani.’ Leilani’s attorney’s voice wanted to move faster.

‘I know the story—‘ ‘You know pieces of it,’ Puanani said, with the precise patience of someone who had been handling this particular impulse in this particular grandniece since she was eight years old.

‘You do not know the whole story because I have not yet told you the whole story. I have been waiting until the right time.’ A pause.

‘This is the right time,’ Puanani said. Leilani made herself be quiet.

‘Ka’ahumanu was forty-one years old in 1851,’ Puanani said.

‘She understood what the new laws meant even when her husband did not. The commission was accepting claims for kuleana parcels. The small pieces that the farming families had always worked. But the window was closing. People who did not file would lose what had always been theirs by right of relationship.’

‘Her husband didn’t want to file,’ Leilani said.

‘He thought the process beneath them. A Hawaiian family acknowledging a foreign government’s authority over land that had been theirs since before there was a foreign government to acknowledge.’ Puanani paused.

‘He was not wrong about the principle. But Ka’ahumanu understood something he did not: that the paper was not for them. The paper was for the people who would come after. Who would need the record when the community’s memory was no longer the only protection.’

‘She went anyway.’

‘She walked to the Land Commission in Honolulu. She described the boundaries in the old way — by landmarks, not survey coordinates. The eastern corner by a large dark stone on the uphill side of the boundary. The northern edge by the stream channel. The slope by the ‘ohi’a grove above.’ Puanani paused.

‘She did not have a lawyer. She had herself, and the knowledge of someone who has farmed the same land for twenty years and knows every stone on its boundary.’

‘The stone,’ Leilani said.

‘Still there,’ Puanani said.

‘I have seen it.’ Leilani stopped writing.

‘The award was recorded April 3, 1851,’ Puanani continued.

‘She came home. Her husband looked at the paper and said nothing for a long time. He planted new taro in the loʻi the following week. That was his acknowledgment. The language they used.’

⁂ 

Leilani’s phone buzzed in her hand — a text from Keahi: Found it. State Archives. Original Land Commission record. Award 4471. Sending now. The document arrived in her email while she was still on the phone. She opened it: the handwriting period-appropriate, the ink faded to sepia, the legal description in the mix of English and Hawaiian the commission had used. She matched the boundary description against her memory of the parcel’s eastern corner. The stone is real, she thought. The chain of title is real. The claim is real. ‘Puanani,’ she said. ‘Mama knew about this.’ A pause. ‘Your mother has known since before you were born,’ Puanani said gently. ‘She kept it in the locked box waiting for the right moment. She was not surprised when you called last week about the county filing. She was waiting for you to find it yourself.’ A pause. ‘She knew you needed to own the discovery, keiki. Not receive it. Own it.’ Of course she did, Leilani thought. Of course, Hana Kahananui had been holding this the way she held everything — with patience and intention and without announcement. ‘I’m filing an injunction motion,’ Leilani said. ‘I know,‘ Puanani said. ‘The groundbreaking is in a few months.’ ‘I know that too.‘ A pause. The trade winds audible even through the phone line, in the Nanakuli morning. ’Ka’ahumanu walked when she needed to. You know how to walk, keiki. You’ve been doing it your whole life.’

⁂

She had dressed for a negotiation. She had dressed precisely wrong for one, and she had done it on purpose. The navy blazer. The heels. The professional composure she had built over six years of walking into rooms where people had decided, before she arrived, that she was not the problem they expected. She drove north on Farrington Highway with the notice of lis pendens on the seat beside her. This one matters, she thought, with the clarity that came at the beginning of cases worth fighting. This one is Ka’ahumanu’s stone. This one is Kimo’s twenty-two years.

This one is the loʻi that has been producing taro since before anyone alive was born, fed by a stream that flows from a gulch that Energy Fort has put on their Phase 1 site plan. She turned onto the iron-red dirt access road at eight-fifteen in the morning. 

⁂ 

Tyler Mercer was there with the survey crew and Dave Kessler, standing near two vehicles in the lower eastern section with the easy confidence of men who were managing a timeline and had not yet been informed that the timeline had a complication. She parked. She walked toward them across the red dirt. Dave Kessler saw her first. She watched his expression go through three distinct phases in approximately two seconds: recognition — not generic recognition, the kind that meant he knew who she was — then rapid assessment, then the recalibration of a man who has just identified a threat he had hoped to avoid. ‘Ms. Kahananui,’ he said.

Tyler turned. She handed the notice to Tyler directly, which required stepping past Kessler, which she did without acknowledging him.

‘Tyler Mercer? I’m Leilani Kahananui. Kahananui and Associates. I’m the attorney of record for the kuleana claimants on this parcel.’ Tyler took the document. He read the header. His face went through the stages that faces went through when people had been told something was manageable and were confronted with evidence that it was not.

‘What is this?’

‘A Notice of Pendency of Action,’ she said. ’Filed this morning in the Circuit Court of the First Circuit, State of Hawaii. It places on public record that there is a pending legal claim affecting title to this property.‘ She paused. ’Specifically, the claim of Ka’ahumanu Kahananui under Kuleana Award No. 4471, recorded by the Land Commission of the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi in April 1851. The 4.3-acre parcel described in that award overlaps directly with your Phase 1 construction zone.’

‘We ran title. Our title company—’

‘Did not search the original Land Commission records,’ she said. ‘Which are housed in the Hawaii State Archives and were not digitized in the database your title company appears to have used,’ she said it without inflection, as a fact about a database rather than an accusation about a process. ‘The award is valid. The chain of title is unbroken. No member of the Kahananui family has ever conveyed this acreage. It was never sold, never surrendered, and never extinguished by any legal mechanism. Your company purchased a parcel in which a 168-year-old property right is embedded.’ A silence on the red earth. Tyler looked at Kessler. Dave Kessler was looking at the notice with the expression of a man doing rapid calculations that were not going well for him. He had known before Tyler had. The recognition in his face when she had said her name had been specific — not from her reputation but from something more immediate. He knew, she noted. He knew the firm name when I said it. Not surprise — recognition. File this. It will matter.

‘I’ll need to contact our legal team,’ Tyler said. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Please have them reach out to my office. In the meantime, I’ll be seeking a temporary restraining order on the groundbreaking activity pending resolution of the claim. April is not a lot of runway.’ ‘You’re trying to stop the project,’ Tyler said. ‘I’m trying to protect a land claim that has been in my family since 1851,’ she said. ’What happens to the project depends on how your company responds to that claim.‘ She paused. ’Please pass along to your CEO that I’ve read the award document. The full text. I’d be interested to know whether he has.’ She walked back to her car. She did not look back, because the back of a woman leaving without looking back delivered information she wanted him to have — that she was not leaving in retreat, she was leaving in completion. She had done what she came to do. She heard Tyler’s voice behind her, tight and moving toward his phone: ‘Cade needs to hear about this—’ Good, she thought. Cade should hear about this. Cade, she had established from three viewings of a professional photograph, was the one who read things three times. 

⁂ 

She sat in her car at the end of the red dirt access road and looked in the mirror at the parcel behind her. The survey crew moving. The Escalade. The rust-red soil. The Waianae morning light on the mountains above the upper gulch. Ka’ahumanu described that eastern corner stone to the commission in 1851, she thought. It’s still there. I have its GPS coordinates from the State Archives survey overlay. The claim is as real as the stone. She started the car. She drove south on Farrington with the ocean on her right and the ridges on her left and the weight of a case that was going to change something, though she could not yet say exactly what.
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The Yellow House

Tyler called at eight fifty-three and spoke for four minutes without pausing to let Cade respond. The attorney had shown up in person. She had served papers. Notice of Pendency — she was claiming the eastern section overlapped with some 1851 land grant that the title search had missed. Tyler’s read: delaying tactic. Tyler’s recommendation: push back hard with the legal team today.

‘Don’t do anything,’ Cade said, when Tyler finished.

‘What?’

‘Don’t respond. Don’t have counsel send anything. Don’t make any statements to the survey crew or Kessler. Tell everyone on site to proceed with the non-contested areas only and stay away from the eastern lower section until I tell you otherwise.’

‘Cade, the groundbreaking—’

‘Is weeks away, which is enough time to understand what we’re actually dealing with before we respond to it.’ He paused.

‘Let me read.’ He hung up.

⁂ 

He read the Hawaiian land rights section of the title report three times. Then he searched the State Archives database, which was publicly accessible and which his title company had apparently not consulted. He found the Land Commission Award ledger, digitized, from 1851. He found entry 4471. Ka’ahumanu Kahananui. 4.3 acres. Eastern boundary: large dark stone on uphill side. Northern boundary: stream channel from upper gulch. Southern boundary: existing roadway. Western boundary: cultivated loʻi margin. He looked at his site plan. The eastern lower section — Phase 1, primary server building location — overlapped directly with every boundary marker the award described.

The stone at the eastern corner, he thought. I stood next to it three days ago and declined Tyler’s call while I was standing next to it. I did not look down at what I was standing beside. He researched kuleana claims. He read two law review articles. He read a 2009 Hawaii Supreme Court decision on adverse possession and kuleana rights. He read a 2016 legislative committee report on unresolved land commission awards. He read for five hours. What he found, reading carefully, was not what Tyler had characterized. The claim was not a delaying tactic. The claim was real. The chain of title the 1851 award created had never been legally extinguished. His company had purchased a parcel in which a 168-year-old property right was embedded — not a minor technical artifact, not an encumbrance that a quiet title action would dissolve easily, but a valid, surviving, active property right that belonged to a family that had been on this coast since before the Territory of Hawaii existed. He called Tyler. ‘I need you to stand down completely,’ he said. ’No legal aggression. No counter-filings. No communications with Kessler’s firm about this until I’ve done a complete assessment.’ ‘She’s going to get a TRO—’ ‘Maybe. If she does, we comply with it while we figure out the right path forward.’ He paused. ‘Tyler, I’ve spent five hours reading. The claim is legitimate. This is not a nuisance tactic by a community organization looking for a settlement. This is a family that has been on this land since before it was a US state, and their great-great-great-grandmother walked to a government land commission and described a stone boundary marker that is still standing in the field we bought.’ A silence. ‘So, what do we do?’ Tyler said. ‘We find out who she is,’ Cade said. ‘Not who her firm is. Who she is. And then we decide how to respond to what is actually in front of us rather than to what we wanted to be in front of us.’ He hung up.

⁂

He was looking at it a third time before he caught himself. He put the phone away. He picked it back up and searched for the history of the Waianae Coast. He read for two more hours. He read about the plantation era and the Hawaiian Renaissance and the DHHL waiting list and the statistics on Native Hawaiian out-migration and the community demographics of Nanakuli. He read about the loʻi — what kalo actually was in Hawaiian cosmology, the relationship between the taro plant and the Hawaiian people in the creation story, the word makaʻāinana, which meant the people who tended the land, which was the class of people Ka’ahumanu Kahananui had come from. I am building something on top of this, he thought. I have to understand what this is.

⁂

Nanakuli on a Tuesday evening smelled like plumeria and woodsmoke and something frying in oil, which meant someone on the block was having a good week. Leilani pulled into her mother’s farm at five thirty with the injunction motion in her bag and three text messages she hadn’t answered and the feeling of a day that had been significant in ways she had not yet had time to fully absorb. Hana was on the lanai with her lei work when Leilani walked up. She looked up from the plumeria string and said, without preamble: ‘Kimo is on his way. He saw the county filing this morning.’

‘How is he?’

‘Controlled,’ Hana said.

‘Which means he’s very not-controlled inside.’

Kimo arrived eight minutes later. He got out of his truck with the deliberate pace of a man who has decided to be measured and is doing it by force of will. He was sixty-two years old with the hands of a man who had been in the taro for thirty years — broad, dark, permanently stained at the knuckles from the minerals in Nanakuli soil — and the bearing of someone who had spent two decades in community leadership without being softened by it. He sat at the table on the lanai. Hana set a coffee in front of him without asking. ‘Tell me what you filed,’ he said to Leilani. 

⁂ 

She told him. The notice of lis pendens. The Land Commission Award. The chain of title. The overlap with Phase 1. The TRO motion she was preparing. The watershed drainage issue from the environmental pre-assessment. The power impact study she had asked a consultant to run. She was precise and clear and did not editorialize, which was how she delivered legal information to people she loved when the stakes were high enough that clarity was more respectful than comfort. Kimo listened with his hands folded on the table. When she finished, he was quiet for a long moment.

‘My father,’ he said.

‘Applied for a Hawaiian home lease in 1962. Application 412. He farmed that loʻi for forty-nine years and he died in 2011 at the age of seventy-nine without receiving his lease.’ He looked at the table.

‘The government took the land in the kingdom. The Territory promised it back in 1921. The State kept the promise on paper and broke it in practice. My father worked the loʻi next to the land he was supposed to receive for fifty years and died waiting for it.’ Hana refilled his coffee without moving from her chair.

‘I applied in 1997,‘ Kimo continued. ’Application 847. Twenty-two years on the list. The average wait time on Oʻahu is thirty years.‘ He looked at Leilani. ’And now a tech company from California wants to build a data center campus on the parcel adjacent to my loʻi. The parcel where the water rights for my homestead application originate. The same parcel where your great-great-great-grandmother’s kuleana award is embedded.’

‘The stream diversion feeds the loʻi,’ Leilani said.

‘Has since 1927. If their construction changes the drainage on the upper slope—’

‘It’s in the motion,’ she said.

‘Land rights and water rights and cultural resource impact.’ He looked at her.

‘You filed it already?’

‘This morning. After serving the notice in person.’

‘In person.’

‘At the parcel. Eight-fifteen.’ Something moved in his face — not the controlled expression, but the thing underneath it. Older. More complicated. The look of a man who had been fighting a long time and has just watched the next generation step into the fight with both hands.

‘Good,’ he said. Just the one word, with the weight of twenty-two years behind it.

⁂

Hana made dinner. The three of them sat at the table and ate and talked — the case and the timeline and the community forum that Leilani was already planning and the hydrologist they needed, and the archive documents Keahi had found. Kimo’s anger was still present, but it sat differently at the table over food than it had on the lanai — less like a wall and more like a foundation. After dinner, when Kimo had gone and the dishes were done and Hana had gone inside, Leilani sat on the lanai steps with the mountains above her and the plumeria smell coming from the dark farm and the loʻi pump running its quiet rhythm in the field next door. Her phone buzzed. A text from Nohea, home in Manoa, reading the county records news feed with the attentiveness of a journalism student who had grown up on this coast and knew that the public record was often the first sign of a story: I saw the lis pendens filing. Are you okay? Tell me everything. Leilani smiled. She typed back: Come home for dinner Sunday. I’ll tell you then.

The response was immediate: I’ll be there. I’m bringing mochi and opinions. Sounds like you’re going to need both. She put the phone down. The peaks above Nanakuli were dark shapes against the stars, the Waianae Ridge doing what it always did — holding everything. Below, the loʻi was silver in the moonlight, the taro plants standing in their patient rows, the water perfectly still. Application 847, she thought. Twenty-two years. His father before him — application 412, sixty-three years and died waiting. The loʻi water coming from the same gulch Energy Fort wants to build Phase 1 above. Ka’ahumanu walked to the commission, she thought. You walk to the court. Same land. Same line. One hundred and sixty-eight years between you, and the same paper is still the mechanism. That made her smile. She went inside. She worked until midnight. When she went to bed, she lay in the dark and thought about a man who had told her paralegal he had  that he had, and whether meaning anything by it was a reasonable thing for her to be doing at this particular moment. File it under irrelevant, she told herself. She did. It didn’t stay there.

⁂

She had not called him back. She had driven to his temporary office instead, which was either professional strategy or something she had not yet named. Energy Fort’s Kapolei office was a temporary setup in a shared workspace near the business park — a base of operations rather than a permanent presence, which communicated something about how the company had originally thought about their time here. You set up a temporary office when you expected the presence to be bounded and transactional. He might think differently about that by now, she thought, given that he’s spent five hours reading about Hawaiian land rights and told my paralegal about it. She arrived at ten-fifteen without an appointment. The receptionist started to ask her name. ‘Leilani Kahananui,’ she said. ‘Kahananui and Associates. I don’t have an appointment. If Mr. Mercer is available, I’d like to speak with him. If he isn’t, I can wait.’ The receptionist made a call. A brief exchange. ‘He’ll see you now.’ 

⁂ 

He was at the desk reading when she came in — not his phone, a physical document covered in handwritten margin notes. He finished the paragraph before he looked up. He finished the paragraph, she noted. He did not perform the rushed-executive pivot. He finished what he was reading and then he looked at her.

This was the first time she had seen him at human scale rather than in a photograph, and human scale was different from the photograph in ways she was immediately aware of and immediately filing under irrelevant. Six-foot one, lean, the build of someone who ran for the habit of it. Light brown hair slightly too long for the CEO he was. The green-grey eyes that she had told herself she was not going to think about and which were, in person, the color she had identified. Photographs flatten people, she thought, with the irritation of someone who had just confirmed a suspicion she had hoped was wrong. She had been counting on the photograph being kind to him. The photograph had been kind. The man was — and this was a problem — more. She straightened her spine half an inch and filed the observation under ‘irrelevant’ for the second time in a week. Stop it, she told herself. You’re here for a legal purpose. You are a professional. ‘Ms Kahananui,’ he said. He stood. He shook her hand with a full grip — not a performance, not a dominance move, the handshake of someone who had been taught to do it properly and had continued to do so. ‘Thank you for coming. I wasn’t sure you’d come in person.’ ‘I found it easier than a phone call,’ she said. ‘I understand that.‘ He gestured to the chair across the desk. ’Can I get you anything? Coffee?’ He was being polite. ‘No. Thank you.’ she said. She sat. 

⁂ 

‘I want to be direct with you,’ he said.

‘I’ve spent the last several days reading about Hawaiian land rights, kuleana claims, and the 1851 Land Commission process. I understand — or I’m beginning to understand — the nature and weight of what your family’s claim represents.’ He paused.

‘I’m not going to tell you that Energy Fort has a stronger legal position than you do. I don’t believe that’s true.’ She looked at him. This was not the opening she had prepared for. She had prepared for the delay-and-challenge approach. For the sympathetic-but-firm approach. For the ‘we’re-eager-to-find-a solution’ approach. She had not prepared for someone opening with a direct concession about relative legal standing.

‘Then what are you here to do?’ she asked.

‘Understand the full picture,’ he said.

‘And ask you a question.’

‘Ask it.’ He looked at her steadily — the direct green grey gaze she was not finding notable.

‘What would compatible look like?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Not resolution — compatible. A version of this project that is compatible with the kuleana claim, with the water rights, with the community that has been on this coast since before either of our companies existed.’ He paused.

‘I’m not asking what you’d accept in a settlement. I’m asking what compatible would actually look like — what it would mean for this place to have the development and still be itself.’ A silence. Either this is the most sophisticated opening negotiation she had ever witnessed, or it was a genuine question. Both possibilities required the same response: precision. She gave him the legal answer. The kuleana acreage formally recorded and protected. The water rights from the 1927 diversion agreement preserved. The watershed impact was assessed to a measurable standard. A cultural resource survey of the upper gulch. A community benefits agreement with teeth, not language. He listened. He wrote notes in the margin of the document he had been reading when she arrived. He did not interrupt. When she finished, ‘Those are the legal requirements. They’re the right requirements. What I’m asking is something slightly different — not just what the law requires, but what the community needs. What compatible feels like from inside the community rather than inside a courtroom.’ he said. She looked at him.

‘I don’t know you well enough to answer that,’ she said.

‘Fair,’ he said.

‘Can I ask something else?’

‘You can ask.’

‘Would you be willing to help me understand it? Not the legal framework. The real version — the thing that the kuleana award is protecting that doesn’t appear in the title report.’ She stood. She gathered her bag. She looked at him across the desk with the full steadiness of an attorney who had won cases by being more patient and more precise than the person across from her. ‘Your office will hear from mine about scheduling,’ she said. She turned to go. ‘Ms Kahananui.’ She turned back. ‘I have good Kona coffee,’ he said. ’If you change your mind about the coffee.’ A pause. Don’t, she told herself. You do not need to engage with the coffee. You don’t want the coffee. You came here for a legal purpose, and you’ve served that purpose and you should leave now. She turned and he was smiling at her with his hands out and open. He seemed genuine. She smiled back.

She sat back down.

‘One cup,’ she said. He crossed the room and poured it. She watched the way he poured. The same care he gave to the legal pad — measured, deliberate, the careful version of a small action that he could have done carelessly. She was cataloguing him the way she catalogued case facts. She did not let herself think about why. When he set the cup in front of her, his hand passed within four inches of hers. Neither of them noted it. Both of them noted it. He sat down across from her.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘For the coffee.’

‘Thank you for the meeting,’ he said.

‘I was going to say something professional now,’ Leilani said. ’About the case timeline. I am going to say it. But first I want to ask you something that is not professional.’ He looked at her.

‘Ask,’ he said.

‘Why did you come yourself,’ she said. He set down his coffee.

‘You sent the firm’s materials to my COO. He read them. He sent me a one-paragraph summary. The summary said: opposing counsel is competent and the cultural resources argument is robust. Recommend settlement track within ninety days,’ he said. A pause.

‘I read the summary. Then I asked him to send me the full materials.’

‘You read the full
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