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To all those readers who still believe in the power of family over adversity. This story is for you.
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Chapter One
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Body in the Banyon Grove

Detective Leilani Kealoha parked her department-issued Explorer past the last legal turnoff before the banyan preserve. The sun was above the Ko‘olau ridge, but the humidity already pressed against her skin, seeping through the starched polyester of her blouse. She unclipped the badge from the visor and looped it through her belt, giving herself the momentary satisfaction of its weight, a subtle reminder that she belonged here, despite what some would say about her blood or her badge. She pulled the rover radio from its charger under the dash and hooked it to her belt.

She ducked under the fluttering yellow tape. HPD CRIME SCENE DO NOT CROSS, strung between the spiked posts of last night’s emergency barricade. The tape had already sagged in the tropical damp, curling in on itself, but still enough to keep back the small knot of activists at the trailhead. They clustered with battered cardboard signs: PROTECT SACRED SITES; A‘OLE DEVELOPMENT; and in stenciled red, KAPU. A few teenagers shot her the stink-eye from behind their camera phones, which made her smile. She recognized one as a cousin from her mother’s side, hālau connection, two generations back. She gave them all a nod as she passed. “Mōhala ka pua,” she murmured. The blossom unfolds. Let them know she’d seen them, and that they’d been seen by her.

The banyan grove itself was sacred, officially listed as historic on some state registry, but more importantly it was revered by the older families and the practitioners. Generations of ceremonies, untold burials in the roots. Leilani had spent childhood afternoons here, learning chants and picking up fallen leaves as offerings, long before she learned how to dust for prints or take blood samples. It hurt to think about how a sacred place could become the backdrop for something this profane.

She pulled out her phone and fired off a quick voice memo to the sergeant: “Kealoha on scene, 8:22. Perimeter secure. Crowd under control.” Not exactly accurate, but better to sound in command. She thumbed open the evidence kit from her trunk and started down the uneven path, eyes scanning the trampled undergrowth for anything the uniforms might’ve missed.

The body of Sonny Alana sprawled at the foot of the oldest tree, its branches fanning up in a living vault, aerial roots draping to the loamy floor like church organ pipes. Leilani experienced a pang of recognition, the way one recognizes a ruined altar. Sonny’s tan slacks were dark at the knees and thighs, stained with wet earth. His blue aloha shirt was twisted under one armpit, torn where it had snagged on the root cluster. His eyes were still open, fixed on a patch of sky through the canopy. His mouth was agape, lips stretched in a grimace, a gloss of drying saliva crusted at the chin.

She kneeled beside the body, careful not to let her shadow fall across the face. She catalogued everything: abrasions along the knuckles and forearms, consistent with defensive wounds; fresh crescent cuts on the palms; dirt pressed deep into the nail beds. He had fought hard and lost. The throat, already swelling purple, told the rest. The neck had collapsed in on itself, the angle too steep for anything but violence.

The preliminary photos had been taken last night, judging from the cold flash scarring in the image preview. Leilani switched the setting to manual and moved in for closeups: hands, face, the fresh bruising on the inside of the right elbow. She circled the body once, twice, stopping at the marks scuffed into the bark behind the head. Parallel lines, possibly fingernails, running vertical up the trunk. To the untrained eye it might look like animal damage, but she recognized panic—the desperate upward clawing of someone being dragged down.

She bagged a leaf flecked with blood, tweezed it into the smallest envelope, sealed it and set it in the evidence box. Moving carefully, she used the tape lift on a patch of fabric near Sonny’s ribs, where a few dark hairs clung stubbornly to the cotton. Every movement became deliberate, ritualistic; she worked through the checklist from memory, letting her hands find the work while her mind trailed the possibilities.

Behind her, the chanting began: a half-sung, half-shouted oli, calling for justice for the ‘āina. The crowd at the perimeter had grown. More signs, more faces. The line of police tape was a membrane, thin and arbitrary. She heard the rhythm and breath of the chant as a living pulse. Leilani forced herself to focus.

At the base of the tree, three offering bowls were arranged in a perfect crescent. One held a bundle of ti leaves tied with a purple cord. The second held a scattering of salt and limu kala. The third, closest to the body, was filled with kukui nuts and a single wrinkled lilikoi. Around them, on small rocks, were pieces of black tapa marked with red pigment: more kapu, more warnings.

She snapped images of each offering and used a gloved finger to nudge a scrap of paper hidden under the ti leaf. The handwriting was bold, in permanent marker: “We are not afraid. We will not move.” The threat and / or promise was left ambiguous.

Her phone buzzed. “Detective, you need anything?” A patrolman, one of the rookies, barely old enough to remember Sonny from his days as a councilman, or from his recent TV stints lambasting the police. Leilani shook her head, not looking up from the body. “Keep the protesters off the tape. And if anyone tries to get a shot, block it. This is sacred ground.”

She heard the rookie relay the order in an awkward staccato and the chorus of protest from the crowd. Another sound: the soft click of a digital camera. Leilani turned. A woman in a black tank top  and mirrored sunglasses held her ground near the clearing, snapping methodically, unbothered by the uniform blocking her. She recognized the woman from the morning’s social feeds, a local freelancer, live-streaming already.

Leilani sighed. She ran down the checklist: document, collect, preserve. The forensics van would arrive in half an hour, followed by the meat wagon. In the meantime, she scoured the dirt around the body, finding a crushed cigarette, a lipstick print on the filter, and a set of fresh, wide boot prints. She used the casting kit to mold one perfect track. She flagged the spot for the techs.

Somewhere past the tree line, a generator started up, a low droning pulse. She guessed the news crews were already setting up their satellite dishes, getting ready for the ten o’clock update. She hated how a body could become content, how quickly the transformation occurred.

A hundred yards away, the protesters’ chanting gave way to the sounds of drumming. She sensed it in her chest, a slow, syncopated thunder. It reminded her of funerals, and of the year she spent as a junior cop breaking up drum circles in Kaka‘ako after midnight. Always the same: elders chanting, kids circling, someone eventually getting mouthy or drunk. But this morning, the energy was heavier, weighted with something deeper than performance.

She squatted by Sonny’s feet, looking up at the vault of banyan roots. Strips of faded cloth and lei left over from past ceremonies drifted in the humid breeze. Above her, half a dozen Mynah birds argued over a spot on the highest branch. She sensed the sweat building under her collar, and something else, a memory. Her mother, reciting a proverb. “He ali‘i ka ‘āina, he kauwā ke kanaka.” The land is the chief; man is its servant. This place had mana. The stench of death thickening the air.

Leilani wiped her brow with the back of her glove and exhaled. With a practiced motion, she reached into the evidence kit and pulled out the metal calipers, measuring the length and width of the abrasions. Each number was logged onto the notepad methodically and coldly. She hated the feeling of reducing a man’s life to data points, but this was the job. If she did it right, the dead would have their say.

“Detective Kealoha?” The voice was soft and careful. She turned to see an older officer, his uniform crisp but eyes shadowed by a long night. “They found something near the lower trailhead. Looks like another offering, but it might be more.”

She nodded, stood up, and dusted herself off. “Lead the way.”

As she left the body, she was aware of the activists watching her. She did not look over her shoulder and did not break stride. Let them see her as they would, the cop, the Hawaiian, the stranger, the daughter of this place. It did not matter. The facts of the case would follow her, like the roots of the banyan, winding deep beneath the surface, impossible to untangle.

At the base of the lower trailhead, the ground sloped steeply, muddy and treacherous. Another patrolman pointed to a cluster of stones along the path. In the center, a wooden bowl, lacquered and old, filled with cracked eggs and a tangle of blonde hair. A hand-lettered card, tucked under the rim, NO REST UNTIL JUSTICE. She lifted the bowl in gloved hands and photographed every angle. Another message for the living or the dead.

She radioed the sergeant. “Sarge, we found additional evidence Symbolic, or ritual significance. Request ETA on forensics.” The reply crackled back: “Fifteen minutes. You’re trending.”

Of course, she was.

Leilani climbed back up the path, taking the long route around the body to avoid further contaminating the scene. As she passed under the canopy, she took one last look at Sonny Alana, face up, arms flung wide, as if trying to embrace the sky. She experienced a wave of vertigo, as though the roots were tugging her downward, urging her to listen to what the dead would say if given voice.

She made a mental note to visit her mother that night, bring flowers, and ask for wisdom. But first, the case. Always the case. She steadied herself, locked away the reverence, and started cataloguing evidence with renewed resolve. Whatever had happened here, whoever had dared to spill blood on this sacred ground, she would find them. And she would bring the full weight of the law and the ancestors down on their heads.

Makoa waited for her beneath the banyan’s arched shadows, perched on a gnarled root that rose from the earth like a knotted, arthritic hand. He wore a faded navy work shirt and slacks, rubber slippers that were translucent at the heel. His face was lined with sun and salt, each wrinkle a tally mark for decades spent in this climate, but his eyes were sharp as a ‘io’s. When Leilani approached, he nodded but did not rise.

She noticed at once that his hands, broad, dark, speckled with scars, shook slightly as he smoothed his shirt across his thighs. Whether from age or nerves, she couldn’t say, but she registered the detail and filed it away.

“Morning, Makoa,” she said, standing outside the umbrella of roots. “I appreciate you staying.”

He shrugged. “Not like they're going to let me get anything done now.” His voice was raspy, a sandpaper drawl. He glanced past Leilani’s shoulder, to where the protest crowd swelled and thinned at intervals, their numbers shifting with the rhythm of passing traffic and word-of-mouth updates.

“Can we sit?” Leilani gestured at a low bench formed by an ancient horizontal root. Makoa inclined his head and slid over, motioning her to join. The movement had a certain courtesy, old-school, local style, even here in the aftermath of murder.

She took out her notepad, kept it at her knee, pen uncapped but resting. “I’d like to ask about the man you found.”

Makoa scratched the side of his jaw. “Sonny. Never thought I’d see him dead. I mean.” He shook his head. “If you’d asked me last week, maybe. But not like this. Not here.”

Leilani waited. The silence worked on him, drew him out.

“I get here early. Four, sometimes four-thirty. The sun's not up yet. There’s always something, kids tagging the markers, people breaking bottles, or making a mess. I do my loop. Clean up and put out the offerings for the kumu.” He swallowed, voice dropping. “Last night, someone knocked over three of the stone shrines, the ones up by the north fence. Poured paint on the petroglyph slabs. Not the first time, but this was deliberate. Mean. So, I come to fix.”

He paused, eyes traveling up the massive trunk overhead, as if searching for answers among its thousand arms.

“I hear voices from the path, two, three people. Can’t make out words, only the tone. Arguing, angry. I figure it’s more vandalism. I wait a little, start up to chase them out. But by the time I get here.” He pointed a trembling finger to where Sonny’s body waited under a tarp. “Already too late. One man on the ground, not moving. Others gone.”

Leilani jotted notes, but mostly she listened, letting his words fill the space. She’d learned early on that patience earned more than interrogation.

“You say you recognized Sonny?”

“Of course. Everyone knows Sonny. He is always here making speeches. You've seen his videos?” Makoa rolled his eyes, not unkindly. “Used to be about aloha ‘āina, but lately it’s him versus the world. He fights the developers, he fights the cops, he fights the activists if they don’t do it his way.”

“You mentioned developers,” Leilani prompted.

Makoa’s face grew stony. “It’s always the same. They come with fancy clothes and lawyers. Promise one thing, do another. They want to turn this land into condos or a golf course, like everywhere else. But this place...” He stopped, searching for the right English, switching to Hawaiian. “He wahi pana. Sacred spot.”

She nodded. “And you think Sonny was killed because of that?”

Makoa gave her a look, not unkind but piercing. “You know how it goes, Detective. Place has mana—power. Not everyone respects. Some see dollar signs. Some get greedy, or scared, or both.”

Leilani wrote the phrase on her pad. Mana, power.

The old man looked past her again, uneasy. “You see them?” He tipped his chin at the protesters, whose numbers had doubled in the last hour. “They’re mad, but they’re scared too. They know if we lose this, we lose more than trees. It’s our entire history. Our bones.”

She followed his gaze, watching the crowd shift and eddy. “Did you see anyone suspicious in the last few days? Unusual visitors, people out of place?”

Makoa thought for a long moment. “Not out of place, no. But...” He hesitated, checking again that their conversation was private. “The other day, I see the councilman, Sonny, arguing with a kid and two men in suits. Not police, not regular local. Mainland style. The kid, he was...” He fumbled for words, drew an outline in the air. “Small, but fierce. Couldn’t hear what they said, but it was heated. Almost came to blows. The kid stormed off, the men left, and Sonny stood there, like he was waiting for another fight.”

Leilani caught the way he said, kid. “You remember what the kid looked like?”

Makoa shrugged. “Long hair, skinny, wore one red hoodie. Mixed.” He wrung his hands together and pressed his palms to his knees, grounding himself. “Reminded me of someone from before, but I can’t remember.”

Leilani ran her mind through the list of local youth leaders and troublemakers, none matching exactly. She made a note to check city cameras for the red hoodie. “Thank you,” she said. “You did right calling it in.”

“I no like trouble, Detective,” Makoa said, voice softening. “I want to keep the place, pono. But sometimes, the old ways and the new ways.” He let the words trail off, gesturing at the sacred grove, the police tape, the crowd with their iPhones and GoPros.

They sat in silence, broken by the rising chant from the trailhead. Leilani wanted to say something comforting, something that would matter, but came up short. Instead, she tore a card from her pad and wrote her cell number underneath her name.

“If you remember anything else, or if you feel threatened, you call me. Anytime.”

Makoa took the card in both hands, studied it like a precious object. “Mahalo, Detective Kealoha.” He said her name like it was a password. “You tell your mother I said hi, yeah?”

A smile tugged at her lips, unexpected and genuine. “I will.”

They rose together, dusted off their hands, and parted ways under the watching banyan. Leilani turned her focus to the crime scene, but a new sense of gravity followed her, something heavier than the evidence kit at her hip.

As she moved to confer with the forensics team, she heard Makoa’s voice float back on the breeze: “Be careful. Some spirits are not ready to rest.”

The words carried, and they settle into the marrow of her bones. The case was only beginning, but already she sensed the past and the present colliding, roots tangled deep, refusing to let go.

Forensics swept the scene with practiced urgency, their muted conversation mixing with the distant thrum of protest and generator hum. Detective Kealoha walked a tight arc around the perimeter, cataloging each trace of violence, each ritual token, an archaeologist exhuming not only evidence, but the long-buried grudge of a community at war with itself.

She snapped a final set of photographs; boot prints at the north trailhead, a broken zip tie in the roots, a tiny gold cross left behind on the compacted earth. She bagged each item, labeled them in her sharp, methodical hand, and cross-checked her log against the collection list. The crime scene looked picked clean, as if the grove itself had conspired to keep what was necessary, what could not be denied.

As she zipped the last envelope into its folder, her phone vibrated, rattling against a nearby root. She fumbled the gloves off and answered with the clipped efficiency of someone too used to bad news.

“Detective Kealoha,” she said, scanning the horizon.

“Good morning, Ms. Kealoha.” The voice was unfamiliar, clipped, with a note of patience stretched thin. “This is Ms. Kamaka, Kai’s homeroom teacher at Kahala Elementary. I’m calling about today’s conference?”

Leilani blinked and looked down at her notepad as if the right words might wait there. “Conference?” she echoed, already picturing the pale pink slip at the bottom of her purse unread.

“Yes, parent-teacher conference,” the voice replied. “We’d expected you at eight-thirty. Kai’s been distracted this week, and we hoped to talk strategies for keeping him engaged.”

Behind her, the forensic techs discussed trajectory analysis. Leilani thumbed the bridge of her nose, fighting the need to curse. “I’m sorry, Ms. Kamaka. Something came up at work. Can I call you after school?”

“Of course,” said the teacher, polite but unmistakably disappointed. “Please check your email—Kai left a note for you, too.”

“I will. Thank you.” She hung up, lingering over her son’s name on the screen. “Kai Kealoha: missed conference.” She typed a reminder for three, knowing she’d be lucky to get away by six. The sacrifice of her own childhood—surfing before homework, afternoons at grandma’s hālau—had become the sacrifice of his, traded for the endless emergencies of adult life. She wondered what price she was paying for duty.

A movement at the tape caught her eye: the woman in the mirrored sunglasses, still snapping pictures, now flanked by two more teens with tripods and boom mics. “HPD, pack up!” Leilani called out, voice cutting through the sticky heat. “No more photos.”

As the forensics team folded up their tarps, she signaled the meat wagon. Sonny’s body, now bagged and tagged, was loaded with clinical reverence into the van. A few activists lowered their heads in a gesture that was neither prayer nor protest, but a moment of shared humanity for the dead.

The crime scene technician approached with a clipboard, eyes darting between Leilani’s face and her badge. “Anything else before we clear, Detective?”

She ran through the sequence one last time: footprints, blood spatter, the string of offerings. “Run the DNA on the hair and the cigarette filter. Get prints off the zip tie and the bowl. And check the red hoodie in the city cam feeds.” She signed the clipboard with a practiced flourish.

The tech hesitated. He leaned in. “You want me to grab you a coffee? Or something to eat?” There was concern there, half buried under protocol.

Leilani almost laughed. “I’m good. Mahalo.”

She watched as the crew packed up, the noise and mess of the investigation gradually giving way to the low, persistent sound of the wind and the protest drumming. If she hustled, she’d make it to the station before lunch and still pick up Kai by three, as long as she didn’t get called back here or somewhere worse.

She lingered a moment beneath the ancient canopy. Overhead, the banyan’s limbs trembled in the rising heat, shadows stretching and folding, as if the tree were breathing in time with the living below. She wondered if Sonny’s spirit had already left, or if it hovered on the roots, unwilling to quit the battlefield. The kapu signs, the offerings, the chanting at the trailhead. All of it was meant to keep the balance and to give the dead a clear path to the next place.

She drew herself up, dusted off the knees of her slacks, and headed for her Explorer. On the way, she passed Makoa, now kneeling by one of the repaired shrines, hands moving with the care of someone repairing a broken heirloom. He did not look up, but she knew he sensed her presence.

At the car, Leilani caught her reflection in the window, tired, salt streaks on her face, badge askew. She set her jaw, straightened the shield, and climbed in. The ancient AC wheezed, failed, and she rolled down the window. The morning air was thick with smoke and plumeria and the faint, persistent beat of protest drums.

As she pulled onto the highway, she looked once in the rearview mirror—caught herself split down the middle, detective, and mother, daughter, and stranger. The banyan grove receding in the glass looked almost peaceful now, a green island untouched by violence. But she knew the wounds ran deep, and that she carried them with her everywhere.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


Pressure from Above

The murder board was nothing more than a rolling whiteboard, the wheels crusted with black gum and the surface permanently shadowed by ten years of dry-erase ghosts. Detective Kealoha stood beside it, spine straight, evidence photos clipped up in ordered lines. The first shot, Sonny Alana, face turned skyward under the cathedral of the banyan, anchored the narrative. Blood evidence, boot casts, the offerings at the roots: every image annotated in Leilani’s clean, angular print. It was she suspected, a futile display of order in the face of everything that was not.

The room’s air-conditioning cycled through bursts of chemical chill, stirring the musk of old coffee and mildew embedded in the acoustic tiles. Three senior officers sat in padded chairs along one wall, each with a different attitude toward Leilani’s report. Closest was Lieutenant Uyeda, biceps bulging against the seams of his short-sleeve uniform; he looked like he’d have preferred to be interrogating a suspect rather than sitting through a slideshow. Next to him, Captain Ishimaru, thin and unsmiling, hands steepled in silent critique. And at the head of the table, the chief, Commissioner Nate Lau, squat and compact, with the face of a man who’d survived two marriages and five city councils and considered them equally hazardous.

“So, we found the vic here,” Leilani said, tapping the laser pointer on the photo of Sonny’s sprawled body. “Lividity consistent with time of death around midnight. No signs of sexual assault, but clear evidence of asphyxiation. The markings on the neck,” She flipped to a closeup, the purpling unmistakable. “Don’t match a cord or zip tie. Most likely a strong right hand, probably male. Trace evidence under the nails, skin, and blood. Still waiting on the lab for DNA, but the prelim suggests it’s not a simple brawl.”

Commissioner Lau held up a meaty palm. “And the protest crowd?”

The pointer rested on her hip. “The crowd was organized, not random, and assembled before dawn. Someone sent out a blast on social media. The offering bowls and warning cards were planted after the murder. Almost staged.”

Uyeda grunted. “Could be a setup. Political hit.”

“Or revenge,” Ishimaru added.

Leilani resisted the desire to correct. Instead, she advanced to the next evidence photo, an aerial shot of the banyan grove, crime scene tape glowing bright yellow in the morning haze. “The location wasn’t random, either. The banyan is a recognized wahi pana, sacred to at least three families. Two of them have land claims pending with the city. Alana was fighting both sides—developers and cultural groups.”

Lau’s lips pinched into a tired smile. “So everyone had a motive.”

Leilani nodded. “And none of the witnesses are talking. Makoa, the caretaker, gave us the basics but won’t name names. The kids in the protest camp clam up the second a uniform walks in. This wasn’t some tweaker gone wild; it’s layered.”

She clicked off the pointer. The city’s new station had cost two million and was already too small for its staff; the briefing room was little more than a glassed-in fishbowl with blinds that never quite closed. Outside, she could see the blue flicker of squad lights and, beyond them, a growing cluster of protest signs. IWI KUPUNA NOT FOR SALE; KAPU MEANS NO; WHOSE LAND, WHOSE LAW? 

“Detective,” Lau said, his tone dropping to the register of a parent discussing curfew. “I’m getting calls every hour. The mayor’s office. News crews. The Hawaiian Affairs rep is demanding a joint statement with us and the prosecutor. And that protest out there? It doubled in the last thirty minutes.”

Leilani didn’t look away. “With all due respect, sir, that’s not my problem.”

A flicker of something, approval maybe, crossed Uyeda’s face. Ishimaru was impassive as always.

Lau folded his hands, slow and deliberate. “I appreciate your devotion to the science, Detective. But we’re running out of time. Every day this sits unsolved is another black eye. If you have a suspect, I need it now.”

“There are three possibilities,” Leilani said. “The family feud angle, the development lobbyists or a radical faction from the protest itself. None fit cleanly. The only person who might have seen something is Makoa, and he’s not talking until he gets a visit from his aumakua in a dream or whatever.”

Uyeda snorted. “Send a squad with some poke and see if his ancestors get hungry.”

Leilani let that pass. “The best lead is a witness statement, red hoodie, young, seen arguing with the vic about three hours before time of death. No prints at the scene, but we’re running the city cams for facial rec.”

Lau rapped a blunt finger on the table. “I want this wrapped by Friday. The longer we drag our heels, the more it looks like we’re hiding something. That’s three days, Detective.”

Leilani’s jaw worked, but her voice was steady. “You want a conviction, or you want the truth?”

Uyeda, ever the practical one, jumped in. “Both, if possible. Preferably in that order.”

“Three days,” Lau said. “If you need more uniforms, you get them. But no more midnight strolls through the banyan. The media’s already running the angle that HPD’s trampling on sacred ground.”

Leilani didn’t flinch, but inside, the deadline dropped like a stone. She gathered her folders with careful precision, tapping them into alignment as if that would bring the case into clarity. “You’ll have a preliminary suspect by the end of day tomorrow. If I need to call in cultural liaisons or bring in someone from the governor’s office, I’ll do it.”

Ishimaru spoke, gaze fixed on the tabletop. “Be careful with those activists, Detective. Some of them are tied to mainland groups. They want a confrontation, and we don’t want to give them a martyr.”

“That body under the banyan is already a martyr,” Leilani said. “We have to figure out for whom.”

Lau stood, signaling an end to the meeting. The men followed, and Leilani lingered, letting the door shut behind their retreating forms. She allowed herself a single, slow exhale. There was relief, but it was laced with dread. Three days to solve a murder. Three days to avoid becoming the next target, either of the killer, or of the system that wanted her to make the problem go away.

She packed up the photos, double checked the digital files, and swept her sleeve over the whiteboard, erasing the outline but not the memory. Outside, the low drumbeat of protest was getting closer, more insistent. She watched it through the streaked glass, wondered how many of those faces belonged to people who would never trust her, no matter what she found.

As she walked down the station corridor, the fluorescent lights hummed overhead, washing everything in the blue-white pallor of perpetual morning. The murder, the protests, the political crossfire, it all ran together, as unyielding as the root network under the banyan. Leilani let her thoughts spiral briefly. She snapped herself back into focus. There was no time for fear or doubt. All she had were three days and the facts.

She slipped her badge and gun off her belt as she entered her cubicle, tossing them onto the desk next to a half-drunk coffee and her phone, already blinking with new messages. She scrolled through, ignoring the news alerts, and tapped out a quick line to her son: “Late tonight. Study hard. I love you.” She glanced at the screen a moment longer than necessary, opening the folder marked Sonny Alana: Evidence.

In three days, she would either have a suspect, or she’d be on the chopping block with the rest of them.

The neon blue of the screen reflected off the glass behind her, giving her face a second, ghostly outline. She squared her shoulders and began to dig.

The bullpen emptied after ten. The rhythm of desk drawers slamming and badge chains rattling was replaced by the tick of the wall clock. Leilani sat hunched over a desk covered with reports and evidence envelopes, her desk lamp throwing a tight halo onto the stacks. Outside, the city’s sodium vapor lamps cast a perpetual dusk over the street, but the station was a sealed terrarium of cold, recycled air, and the faintest trace of last week’s microwaved kalua pork.

She started with the homicide file, layered in the witness interviews, typed, printed, and annotated in multiple colors. Her fingertips shone with graphite dust; the side of her hand stained blue from the pen she favored for corrections. Three times she caught herself rereading the same paragraph, her mind refusing to move forward until the facts fell into place.

She pivoted to the desktop computer, the screen’s LED glow outlining every sleepless hour she’d accrued since the start of the case. In the search bar, she entered Keanu Alana, the victim’s son, and hit return. Results spooled out, at first predictable, school records, social media, a string of youth sports reports. Deeper in the database came the arrest logs, trespassing, resisting arrest, multiple counts of disrupting lawful assembly. The pattern told its own story. Every charge dropped, every encounter occurring at or near one of the island’s sacred sites slated for development. 

Leilani kept reading, her eyes burning. “Aina Defenders,” she mouthed, scrolling through a series of scanned flyers and group photos. There, in a grainy cellphone shot, was Keanu, shoulders squared, jaw set, arms locked with two girls in matching black T-shirts, all three blocking the path to a bulldozer. Someone had captioned the photo online. 

Land protectors hold the line against destruction.

There was nothing ambiguous about the way Keanu glared into the camera, part pride, part defiance.

Leilani printed the image, pushed up from her chair and tacked it to her own mini murder board, a battered cork rectangle half filled with mugshots, topo maps, and yellow Post-its. Next to Keanu’s face, she added the protest group’s name in big, red letters, underlined twice. 

She cycled through more files, emails between the victim and a local councilwoman, witness statements that contradicted each other, a police report documenting threats spray painted at the previous development site. The only consistency was the intensity. Everyone had something to lose, and none of them were shy about saying so.

Her head throbbed in time with the clock. She massaged the back of her neck, finding the pressure point with practiced fingers, and closed her eyes longer than planned. When she opened them, the screen had timed out, and her own reflection hovered faintly, superimposed over the login prompt. She startled, snorting softly. Sleep was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

As she resumed, a soft clatter came from the end of the corridor. The janitor, an older man with shoulders curved from decades of pushing a mop, approached with a rolling bin. He stopped at her desk, eyes flicking over the evidence board, and offered a nod of recognition.

“Hard night, Detective?” he asked, voice hoarse but kind.

She offered a thin smile. “Aren’t they all?”

He lifted her trash can with both hands, not wanting to spill the overstuffed contents. “You want coffee? I put a new pot in the kitchen.”

She almost laughed. “You’re a lifesaver, Tommy. Mahalo.”

He grinned, exposing a gold-capped canine, and moved on. The scent of bleach and floor polish followed in his wake, a reminder that the graveyard shift had its caretakers.

Refueled by caffeine, Leilani combed through another run of case notes, this time chasing the connections between the victim, the protesters and the corporate interests who’d spent six years trying to break the community’s resistance. She scribbled timelines on legal pads, marked intersections in bold, and drew lines from Keanu’s photo to several other faces. The first was a young woman named Malie, rumored to be his girlfriend and the social media engine behind the protests. There was an attorney specializing in indigenous rights and a retired construction exec who’d run for city council on a pro-development ticket.

The pattern crystallized like the first hint of salt on her tongue. Every incident, every protest, led to the same handful of sites, all of them sacred ground, all of them caught in legal limbo. And at the center, sometimes as ringleader, sometimes as target, was Sonny Alana.

She pulled up the public records search again, this time focusing on the luxury resort project nearest the banyan preserve. It had its own file, thick as a bible, containing environmental impact statements, injunctions, heated letters to the editor. The most recent clipping, a week old, showed Keanu at the front of a protest line, shouting into a bullhorn. Next to him, a developer’s rep in an expensive aloha shirt grimaced at the media, two bodyguards bracketing him like parentheses.

Leilani circled the photo with a red marker, connecting it to the others with a length of string. The murder was an escalation, someone’s last resort, or the inevitable endpoint.

She leaned back, flexing her hands, and scanned the board. Her eyelids drooped, the words and images threatening to blend. She blinked hard, and in that moment, the answer appeared closer, like she could almost touch it.

She logged her findings, scrawling a note to herself on the yellow pad. 

Check the financial links between the developer, the councilwoman, and the protest group! 

Underlined, exclamation point.

The next time she looked at the clock, it was two-thirty. The bullpen was dead silent except for the sound of the vending machine, and the red LED on the coffee pot gleaming from the kitchenette window.

She stood, stretched, and padded over to the break room, where Tommy had left the carafe half-full, a battered mug sitting beside it. She poured a cup, added two sugars, and let the warmth sink into her bones. The window over the sink looked out at the darkened city, the protest still visible as a knot of determined lights. She carried their expectations, and most of them would never see her as anything but a traitor to her own.

She returned to her desk, reset the search, and started in on the cross-references. No matter how tired she became, she would outlast the silence, and the dark. That was the job.

At the next lull, she pinned the newly printed clipping to the center of the board, circling the faces with the certainty that, come morning, she’d have to talk to every one of them; witnesses, suspects, or both.

Outside, the sun hadn’t lightened the horizon. Leilani prepared for another day of fighting her way towards the truth, one inch at a time.

The break room was lit by the flickering panel above the vending machines. On the counter, a tray of stale malasadas sagged beside the microwave, the powdered sugar gone transparent from humidity. Leilani perched on a molded plastic chair; elbows braced on the Formica tabletop. The silence made her aware of every sound inside her own body—pulse in her ears, the uneven drag of her breath. The hour was too late for anyone but the night custodians and the lost.

She thumbed open her phone and scrolled to her mother’s number, the favorite contact. The need to call had been there all night, but now, at three-forty-five, did the courage and the loneliness catch up to each other.

It rang once, twice. On the third, Naalei answered, voice threaded with sleep but quick to warm. “Lei,” she said, using the old nickname, “Are you okay?”

“Hi, Mom.” Her own voice sounded raw and scratchy. “Sorry it’s so late or early. I.” She trailed off, picking at a paper napkin. “Is Kai awake?”

A rustle, as if Naalei had turned on a lamp. “No, sweetheart. He tried so hard to wait up, but your son has his limits. He’s snoring away on the couch, holding his little volcano project like it’s a security blanket.”

The image stung somewhere behind her eyes. Leilani closed them and let herself feel it. “He wanted help painting the lava tubes. I told him I’d be back by seven last night.”

“I know, honey. I know.” A pause. “You do what you must. I promised him we’d finish it together before school. He can wait. He’s proud of you, you know.”

Leilani tried to laugh, but it caught. “Yeah. I wish I could be there more often. Some days it’s like the job’s eating me alive.”

“That’s what jobs are for.” A familiar edge of teasing in Naalei’s tone. “To make us wish for the things we already have.”

Leilani rested her forehead on the crook of her arm, the phone cradled in her other hand. She said nothing. The vending machine cycled on with a mechanical thunk, and a single fluorescent bulb over the sink snapped to life, buzzing like a faraway wasp.

“I’m working a case,” she said. “Big one. Everyone’s watching. They want it solved yesterday, and there’s a lot at stake. Not for the department, but for the community.”

Naalei let the silence linger. When she spoke, her voice was soft but flinty. “This the murder at the sacred grove?”

“Yeah. The victim’s a community leader. Lot of history there. His family, the developers, the protesters, and everyone has something to lose. I keep peeling back layers and finding more secrets.”

“That’s the thing about old places, Lei. Secrets and roots run together. You can’t pull one without shaking the other.”

Leilani smiled. “That sounds like something Grandma would say.”

“She said it to me, and her mother said it to her. Some things we never learn new. We remember.”

A breath. “Do you think,” Leilani began. “Do you think I’m doing the right thing? Some days, I’m not sure who I’m fighting for.”

A sleepy sigh from the other end. “You’re fighting for us, baby. For the ones who can’t fight, and for the ones who don’t know they’re losing. Remember, the law is only as strong as the person who lives by it. But your heart, that’s stronger.”

Tears welled, sudden and uninvited. Leilani blinked them away, relieved that no one else was here to see. “Thanks, Mom.”

“You eat something?”

Leilani laughed, this time for real. “You’re worse than the guys at the station.”

“That’s because they’ll never love you enough, and I always will. Now tell me, how’s your case?”

She gave a sanitized version for maternal ears, the push and pull of interviews, the facts and half-facts, the way nothing ever fit together as neatly as it did in training. She left out the blood, the contorted neck, the cloudy eyes of a man who died afraid. But she painted a picture of community unrest, of politics mingling with pain, and the impossible expectations of her bosses.

When she paused, Naalei filled in the quiet. “When you see people angry, look for what they’re afraid of. When you see them silent, listen to what they’re ashamed of. You know this, Leilani.”

“Yeah,” she whispered. “I do.”

“I believe in you,” her mother said
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