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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Big Island (Hawaii), 2049

      

      Lonn Peters woke up on a beach. Damn, have I been sleepwalking again? he thought. The sun was just peeking over the mountain behind him. Living on an island was great. Too bad I need to leave. Work as a bounty hunter for the local police had dried up. Also, living on the islands after the police had raided several Golden Triad businesses and sent many men to prison was a bad idea. He almost had an offer of work in a big city on the East Coast of the United States. Just one more interview to seal the deal, he thought. There was work in Honolulu, but the government was corrupt.

      Hawaii was a paradise. It had the best of all worlds: one of the best beaches, the big city of Honolulu, and outlying areas if you didn’t like that. The only downside was the military presence. All of that changed when Governor Takaka took office in 2030. He convinced the Hawaiian natives that the US government wanted to control the indigenous Hawaiians. The governor was a smart and shrewd man. He knew which buttons to push; it didn’t take long before Hawaii seceded from the United States. Texas had done it a year before, and California officials were in talks to do the same.

      Lonn snapped out of it; he often thought about what could have been, but now wasn’t the time. Why did I sleepwalk again? He usually only did that when he was troubled. Lately Lonn had suffered some unlucky breaks, but that’s normal when you’ve lost your job. At least we still have the house. His wife, Sarah, had inherited a house on the north shore of the Big Island. Lonn enjoyed it because it was practically on the sand. Hell, their backyard was the beach. Tourists would often mistake their private property for the beach and lay out in the sand. The original fence was mostly gone now, eroded, and there wasn’t much left; no wonder the tourists mistook the area for public beach. Lonn looked around the deserted beach as he walked to the house. There was an eerie stillness to the October air that he couldn’t quite place.

      Sarah was in the kitchen making coffee.

      “There you are. Did you go for a walk?” Sarah asked.

      “Something like that,” he replied.

      “Well, hurry up and get ready. You need to drop off Simon in an hour.”

      “Can’t you do it?”

      “The realtor is coming by with a client. I told you that last night.”

      “Right!”

      “Are you all right?”

      “I will be once I get some coffee down me.”
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      About forty-five minutes later, Lonn and Simon were cruising down the Mamalahoa Highway.

      “Dad, why do we have to move?” Simon asked.

      “Your mother got a job off the island. I have a job interview scheduled after I drop you off. We are going to the mainland.”

      “I don’t want to leave my friends.”

      “You’ll make new friends.”

      I don’t want to leave either, buddy, Lonn thought as he stopped the car.

      “Your mother is going to pick you up at three.”

      “Okay,” Simon said as he ran toward his friends.
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      Lonn’s phone chirped. He pulled it out while driving and was able to glance briefly at the job invite. He had applied for officer positions at all of the police stations on each of the islands. The reply was the same: “Thank you for your application, but we’re not hiring at this time.” He had also applied for several jobs on the mainland. Sarah had accepted a teaching job in the city of Newport, a city facing the ocean about a four-hour drive north of New York City. Lonn applied for several police jobs in the area, but so far he had struck out. However, that all changed when he looked at his phone.

      Lonn looked at the job offer that he’d just received; it seemed too good to be true. The message read:

      

      Dear Mr. Peters,

      

      Thank you for investing the time to interview with us. We have a position that we think you would be suited for. Please call us back at your earliest convenience.

      

      
        
        Best Regards,

        Sue Stafford

        Milford PD

      

      

      

      Lonn called back straight away. A miserable-sounding woman answered the phone.

      “Milford City PD,” the woman said.

      “Hello, my name is Lonn. Sue, from your hiring department, sent me a job offer via e-mail.”

      “Oh, you’re the Hawaii guy!”

      “Yes, I’m from Hawaii.”

      “Mr. Peters, have you been to the mainland before?”

      “Yes, about ten years ago.”

      “What part did you visit?”

      “I have an uncle in Oregon,” Lonn said

      “Ahh, neutral territory. I was told to warn you, Milford City is not like anything else in the US.”

      “I have experience with violence in Honolulu. I helped break up a big drug ring. I was also responsible for appending the leader of the Golden Triad.”

      “Our gangs make the Triad look like kindergarteners.”

      “Where is Milford City?”

      “Up the coast from a town called Newport.”

      Didn’t Sarah take a job in Newport? Lonn thought.

      “Mr. Peters, are you interested in interviewing for the position?”

      “Absolutely!”

      “Captain Sandoval will be in touch.”

      “Thank you.”

      The woman hung up without so much as another word. Lonn’s luck was changing after all.

      About an hour later, Captain Sandoval called back.

      “Mr. Peters?”

      “You can call me Lonn.”

      “Lawn—like the grass?”

      “Spelled different, but pronounced the same.”

      “What manner of name is Lonn anyway?”

      “It’s Gaelic.”

      “You from Ireland?”

      “No—it’s a family name. I grew up in Honolulu.”

      “Oh, well, you know that Milford is a rough area now.”

      “I can handle myself in large cities.”

      “Milford used to be a medium-sized city, very nice and respectable. After Mr. Tage died, his heirs sold most of his holdings and interests around Milford for pennies on the dollar. Suddenly Milford became an industrial giant on the East Coast. The jobs came, the city grew, and crime came with it.”

      Sandoval paused for several seconds before continuing.

      “We are so shorthanded that we started looking for qualified candidates in other territories. That’s where you come in. Do you still want the job?”

      Lonn couldn’t believe it; no one had ever offered a job to him on the spot before.

      “Ahh, sure. I mean, I didn’t expect you to actually offer me the job so soon.”

      “I took the liberty of checking up on you just before I called. I also contacted Sergeant Takesami, who spoke highly of you.”

      Milford must be a real pit if they are that desperate for outside help, Lonn thought.

      “When can you start?”

      “I need to coordinate with my wife, but how does a couple of weeks sound?”

      “We’d ask you to start sooner with all the trouble we have here, but I know you're moving from the other end of the world, so that is fine. I will ensure that you have the proper travel documents authorizing air travel. See you in a couple of weeks, Lieutenant,” Sandoval said as he hung up.

      Lieutenant? Did I hear that correctly? Lonn thought. The highest rank he had achieved was Detective; Lieutenant was a big promotion. Also, traveling by air was a luxury these days, as most of the commercial airlines had gone out of business years ago. Not only was it the quickest form of transportation, but it was also the safest. Gone were the days when you could travel by car, train, or bus. Most of US mainland had devolved into a lawless hellscape.
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      Shortly after his interview, Lonn called Sarah. She was thrilled about the news.

      “Will the commute be a problem?” Sarah asked.

      “Milford looks close to Newport on a map, so it shouldn’t be a problem,” Lonn said.

      “I worry about you getting burned out, that’s all.”

      “Now all we have to do is sell this place. Then we’ll be set,” Lonn said.

      “Well, I may have some news later today.”

      Really? That would be perfect, he thought.

      Lonn was skeptical, but the housing market in Hawaii had recently taken an upswing due to people wanting to escape the troubles on the mainland. It was difficult for mainlanders to even come to the islands because of the Hoʻololi ʻia Territorial Act of 2024, which made it possible for Hawaii to secede from the United States. An exception existed for people born on—or married to people born on—any of the islands. Lonn didn’t think this was enforced when it came to rich people, since they always seemed to be here.

      “When do they want you to start?” Sarah asked.

      “A couple of weeks.”

      “That’s tight. I negotiated a month. If you’re gone early—it will be difficult.”

      “It will be okay, honey, I promise.”

      “Well, I hope so. I’m afraid that you will get engrossed in your job again—”

      “I won’t. Things will be different this time, you’ll see,” Lonn said.

      Lonn was happy for the first time since losing his job at the Hilo Police Department. Jobs were scarce on the islands, even for cops.
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      Devon pulled his cruiser up to the curb at 5153 Ocean Avenue: a dilapidated brownstone. What a shithole, he thought. It was common for two officers to investigate a suspected drug lord, but times were tough, and there was no one else available. The building faced an inlet of a long-abandoned harbor. At one time, many luxury boats had made their home here. The view was now obscured by a large rusted ship that had crashed into the Milford docks nineteen years ago. Times were different now. The United States had sunk into financial ruin after the great trade war. “That’s what you get when you let an egocentric billionaire run the country,” Devon muttered.

      “Dispatch, I’m at fifty-one fifty-three Ocean Avenue. Any information for me?”

      “Code ten-zero. Proceed with caution.”

      Devon got out and stepped away from the cruiser; he scanned the street and assessed the situation before approaching the brownstone. On his immediate left, a few bums huddled around what appeared to be a burning barbecue. He saw several young men milling about on the right. “Pushers!” Devon said in disgust. He approached the door and tried the knob. It wouldn’t budge. He kicked in the door. With his weapon drawn, he entered a shadowy hallway. A young kid, maybe four years old, was sitting on the floor next to a man—a man with a crazed look. The man grabbed the kid by the throat and pulled him close.

      “Easy now. No one has to get hurt,” Devon said.

      The man didn’t let go of the kid’s throat. The kid was clearly not getting air, but the man kept his grip firm.

      “Let the kid go.”

      “Or what?”

      “He’s innocent. Let’s talk.”

      The man tensed as Devon put his weapon away, but after a few seconds he seemed to relax a little. This man’s description didn’t match the suspect’s; he was short, five feet six inches, medium build, and bald. The man that dispatch had described was over six feet, had facial scars, and curly brown hair.

      “I’m not here for you,” Devon said.

      The man pushed the kid into a wall with enough force to knock him out and then ran down the hallway. Devon followed the man down the hall. He didn’t want him to tip off the suspect he was here to arrest. Most of the apartments on the ground floor had their doors open. Devon glanced inside each as he passed. When he reached the end of the hall, a stairwell was visible. He proceeded with caution. Gray light shone through a broken window just outside the door leading from the stairwell; he
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