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Rainey had flown to Hawaii for some
much-needed R and R. Instead, he landed right in the middle of a
Beirut-type blowout. A terrorist group had sent an ambulance packed
with high explosives hurtling into a children’s hospital. Their
aim: Hawaiian independence. The result: hundreds of dead and maimed
children.

The local police told Rainey to find the
butchers or face the charges himself.

So Rainey went to work.
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Chapter One

 


I WAS NEARLY run down and killed by a
speeding car that jumped the curb and then jumped off again. Right
on top of that came the explosion, a tremendous detonation that
shook the entire neighborhood, shattering windows and tearing
fronds from the palm trees that lined the streets. A few needles of
glass were imbedded in my forehead, and there was the trickle of
blood, but that was the only damage.

By the time I got up the car was gone.
People were shouting and the brilliant sunshine was obscured by a
cloud of dust. The dust began to settle, but the shouting went on.
There was the whoop-whoop of a siren, then another and another. A
lot of sirens. I picked the tiny pieces of glass out of my skin and
wiped the blood away with my fingers.

Apart from that, it was a beautiful
day in Honolulu.

Several hundred yards away a whole
building had come down. I didn’t know what kind of building it was.
The buildings close to it were damaged but still standing. A guy
came running from that direction. He had blood on his face and some
of his clothing had been torn away and one arm flopped uselessly at
his side.

“The children’s hospital! They
blew up the children’s hospital!” he screamed at me. Then he ran
past me, knocking people over, falling and getting up. I think he
was looking for a place to hide.

Jesus! I thought. The children’s
hospital! I had seen it. One of those buildings that don’t register
when you see them. The sun blazed down again and dried the blood on
my forehead. Now there were cops all over the street, blowing
whistles and waving automobile drivers out of the way. I started to
walk toward the demolished building, but not because I thought
there was anything I could do. What could I do? They’re pretty
good, those Hawaii PD cops and emergency services. I got to the end
of the street before I was turned back.

“What happened?” I asked the cop
who barred my way, a tough-looking Japanese-American with
decorations on his chest.

“No comment, sir,” he said.
“Restricted area. Go back.”

Other cops were setting up
barricades. It was okay to stand on the other side of them. But
even from there it was possible to see what was left of the
hospital. Not much. It had collapsed like a house of cards, fallen
in a nice neat pile instead of blowing outward, so that everything
in it had been crushed by the explosion. No gas main, this. A
demolition job, I thought. An enormous charge placed in the right
place. Now I can think about it calmly, if not without emotion. My
thought then was, What kind of bastards would blow up a children’s
hospital?’

The explosion was so complete that no
fires had been started. It must have been like that when they blew
up the Marine building in Beirut. All around the gigantic pile of
rubble were ambulances and police cars. The heavy equipment hadn’t
arrived yet. It didn’t look as if they would find much under there
but dead children. I tried to remember how the hospital had looked.
Maybe ten stories high. There could have been more. You can put an
awful lot of sick children into that much space.

But why? It made no sense. There was no war on.
This wasn’t Lebanon. This was beautiful Hawaii. Just the same, I
knew I wasn’t wrong about the nature of the explosion. I’m a
mercenary, a professional soldier of fortune, and I know something
about explosives. This was deliberate: somebody had set out to kill
hundreds of children, to bury them under tens of thousands of tons
of concrete and steel.

Two detectives came to the barricade
and spoke to the uniformed cop who was guarding it. Then the older
one, a hard-faced man in his fifties, raised his voice and said,
“Anybody here see anything? If anybody here knows anything at all,
please come forward. We don’t know yet what caused the explosion.
It may have been a bomb. Please cooperate if you have any
information. One at a time, if you have anything to
say.”

I said, “A car going very fast nearly
knocked me down just before the explosion. It came from the
direction of the hospital. Going so fast it went out of control and
ran up on the sidewalk.”

The older cop had the eyes of a man
who trusted no one.

“Then you saw it?” he
said.

“No. I had my back turned
getting a newspaper from a vending machine against the wall of a
drugstore. I heard the car coming, but I didn’t see it. There was
just time to throw myself to one side. Then the explosion came like
a bomb blast. The car was gone by the time I got up.”

“Then you really didn’t see
anything?”

He was right but I didn’t like the way
he said it. His eyes had that weary contempt some cops have for
unobservant witnesses. It wasn’t the time or place to tell him to
go to hell.

“That’s right,” I said. “I heard
the car. That’s all I can tell you.”

His hard cop eyes didn’t move away
from me. No way to tell why. It was as if he knew me from
someplace and couldn’t put his finger on it.

“Well, anyway, it’s something,”
he said. “We’d like to have your name and address, Mr.
...”

“Jim Rainey,” I told him,
spelling the last name. “Hotel Nani. Right down the street. I’ll be
here for another three weeks. I’m on vacation.”

The other cop put that in his
notebook.

“We may want to ask you a few
more questions,” the other cop said. “Something may come to you
later. It happens.”

That should have been the end of it. I
figured there was nothing to be gained by hanging around. They
might find out who did it, and then again they might not. I was
sickened but what they did about it was police business. The world
gets worse every day and you can’t let it get you down. And,
finally, there was nothing I could do about this particular bit of
human vileness. Like I say, that should have been the end of it,
but I was wrong and for two reasons. One: I couldn’t stop thinking
about those dead kids. Two: the cops came looking for
me.

The cop part didn’t happen until three
hours later. I was watching television with a drink of Jack
Daniel’s in my hand, still wondering why the sons of bitches,
whoever they were, had done it. Terrorism? Extortion? Lunacy? Hell,
it could be anything.

There had been thirty-minute news
flashes and all the news was bad. Out of several hundred children,
only thirty-seven had survived and none without serious injuries.
Most of the hospital staff had been killed. According to the
police, the “bomb” was an ambulance service vehicle packed with
high explosives driven into the emergency entrance, which was
located in the basement of the hospital. A security guard who tried
to question the driver had been shot and killed. A man believed to
be the driver—there was no clear description—was seen running up
the entrance ramp just minutes before the explosion. Police were
refusing to speculate on the reason for the outrage.

The same tough cop and his partner
were at the door when the knock came and I answered it. They had
their coats open and their clip-holstered revolvers were in sight,
which isn’t how they do it when they come to ask follow-up
questions. The tough one pushed past me while the other one stayed
at the door.

“Come in,” I said to the tough
one.

“Watch him,” he told the one at
the door, and then I knew there was a gun behind me and pointing at
my back. You don’t do anything but talk in a situation like
that.

“What’s going down here?” I
said.

The one with the speaking part didn’t
answer until he looked in my suitcase, the bureau, the closet, the
bathroom, under the mattress. He put my passport in his pocket and
then said, “We’re taking you to headquarters for
questioning.”

“Do I get to call a lawyer? By
the way, what’s your name?”

“Bridges. My associate’s name is
Vail. Let’s not be too formal about this. We have a terrible thing
here and calling lawyers won’t help. You want to cooperate, don’t
you?”

“If I can.”

Bridges said, “Then put on your coat
and let’s go.”

We went to headquarters, a futuristic,
bad taste building with fountains out front and rode up to the
tenth floor where Bridges had his office. From the sign on the door
I learned that Bridges was a captain attached to something called
Special Services. That sounded like intelligence to me; some police
departments have intelligence sections and some don’t. Probably
they’re not supposed to have them at all, but the police get away
with a lot. The office was as modern as the building and didn’t go
with Captain Bridges old-time copper look, his out-of-date suit,
his thick-soled black shoes.

“Sit,” he said.

I sat but I wasn’t ready to roll over
on command.

Vail—he must have been a
sergeant—parked himself in another chair. Bridges got behind his
shiny desk. He would have looked more at home with an old battered
blond oak job from the Thirties. I knew he had a hard on for
me.

“What are you doing in Hawaii?”
he said after looking at me for a while. “I know you say you’re on
vacation, but what’s the real reason? So we won’t waste time,
you’re in my files so I know who you are and what you do. I don’t
like you or it, but that wouldn’t matter if you weren’t here in my
state. You’re a so-called mercenary, which is just a bullshit name
for a paid killer.”

I just stared back at him. Cops used
to talk like that before the Civil Liberties Union got after them.
Either this guy hadn’t been brought up to date or he had some sort
of special license. I think he knew how far he could go.

“You work for money,” he went on
in his grinding voice. “You’ll do anything for money. No matter how
dirty, you do it. You’re all over the place: Central America, the
Philippines, Northern Ireland, Africa, and it doesn’t matter to you
that being there, guys like you, only makes matters worse. More
misery, more bloodshed, more terror. And always for the money,
never once because you want to help. Then when there isn’t any more
money to be made you move on to some other little messed-up country
and start all over again. Up till now you’ve been able to get away
with it. Now I think you’ve made your first big
mistake.”

Bridges lay back in his chair and
picked at his teeth with what looked like a folded lottery ticket.
Vail, to one side of me, did nothing at all.

“What are you talking about?” I
said.

Bridges jolted forward and pointed a
thick forefinger. “You know what I’m talking about. You want me to
believe you never heard of the Hawaiian Liberation
Army?”

“The what?”

“Come on! Come on! You can’t
expect me to be that stupid.”

“It’s a new name to
me.”

Bridges said, “That’s funny,
especially since you’re here to sell them your services. They’re
hiring mercenaries and you’re a mercenary and you’re here. When
something looks right, it usually is.”

“I’m telling you I’ve never
heard of any Hawaiian Liberation Army. All the others, yes. But not
this one. Is there such a thing? Liberated from what?”

“American imperialist
oppression,” Bridges sneered, throwing the soggy lottery ticket in
a waste-basket and giving me the finger treatment again. “They want
the Yankees to go home so they can return to the glorious days of
King Kamehameha the Great. Only this time it would be a kingdom
with a Communist slant. Naturally you know all this, or if you
don’t, it’s because you’re more interested in money than history or
politics. How does it feel to sell out your own country? You may
see Hawaii as foreign, not American, and maybe that’s why you’re
here. Let me tell you, Rainey, these islands are as American as
grandpaw sneaking drinks in the cellar.”

Beside me, Vail snickered at his
chief’s joke, which wasn’t too bad. I wasn’t in the mood to crack a
smile or otherwise show my appreciation.

“You’re wrong about me,” I told
him, wondering if I should try to call a lawyer. But I wasn’t sure
the big bastard would let me. What he was doing was illegal, or at
least extra-legal, and it didn’t appear to worry him. How could I
convince him that I was telling the truth? “Captain Bridges, if you
have a file on me, then you must know I’ve never done anything
contrary to the interests of the United States. I have people in
the Mainland—solid references—you can call. My commanding officer
in Vietnam ...”

Bridges sure punished that chair, the
way he moved his big body in it. Now he jolted forward again and
there was some more finger pointing. I wondered if he might be
descended from one of the New England bluenose missionaries who
stole the islands from the natives. There was some preacher in him
in spite of his profanity, his old copper look.

He said, “There’s always a first time
for a man to betray his country, so don’t give me that patriotic
crap about Vietnam. I know you’re here to work for these island
terrorists. You haven’t sold out your country before now because
nobody ever made you an offer. How much are you getting from these
bastards? I hear they’re paying experienced men two thousand a
week.”

“I don’t work that cheap.
Captain, this has gone on long enough. Nobody is paying me a cent.
I’m here on a vacation.”

“Hoomalimali,” Bridges said angrily. “That’s Hawaiian for
baloney. Damn right we’ve been at this long enough. So I’ll get
down to cases so maybe even a cold-blooded bastard like you will
feel something. There’s a thousand to one chance I’m wrong about
you. I very much doubt it. You know how many children died in that
explosion?”

I shook my head.

“Four hundred and sixteen. Some
of the injured will die. Others will be maimed for life.” Bridges
was less angry now and, I decided, much more dangerous. He frowned,
looked puzzled. “Does that mean anything to you? What I mean is,
doesn’t that get through to you or have you been killing for money
so long that nothing touches you?”

He was getting me mad in spite of
myself. I said, “You don’t have to give me lessons in
compassion.”

“Better keep quiet,” Vail told
me.

“No, let him talk,” Bridges
said. “But first I’ll talk, then this peacetime soldier can have
his say. Listen to me, Rainey. These Liberation Army fuckers killed
those kids. We know that now. And I’ll tell you something else, my
friend, you’re as tied to that as they are. Doesn’t matter to me if
you have signed up yet. My point is: if you came here to sign up,
to even think about signing up, then you have the same stench about
you. You don’t like that? You want to get tough with
me?”

It was one hell of a situation. Here I
was faced with a man, a very hard man, who obviously believed what
he was saying and there seemed to be no way I could get him to
change his mind. We were on the same side and he hated my guts. I
could tell that: this wasn’t just tough cop talk, he was out to
nail me.

“You’re the one getting tough,”
I said. “All right, you have your opinion about mercs and I have
mine. I was a soldier in Nam. Soldiering is my trade. Nam was a
legal war only because some politicians signed papers. All wars are
like that.”

“Never mind
the legal shit,” Bridges growled. “After what happened this morning
I’m in no mood for it. So if it’s lawyers you’re thinking about,
forget it. We have an emergency here. Nobody is going to worry
about your fucking legal rights. What about the legal rights of those
children, you son of a bitch!” Bridges extended his hands in a
beckoning gesture. “Come on, you shitass hero, you want to take a
crack at me? You’ve got ten years on me, so why not take advantage
of it? Those are the kind of odds you like. Oh yes sir, I know the
kind of odds you guys like. You like going up against untrained
poor slob native troops that hardly know how to load their weapons.
That’s the kind of professional soldier you are.”

Vail shifted in his chair. I think
Bridges was making him nervous. Special emergency powers might not
go this far.

I said, “What can I say to make you
believe me?”

“Nothing. Not a fucking thing.”
Bridges cracked his knuckles, a thing I hate. “Let’s go over it
again. So you’re here on vacation? Why Hawaii?”

“I didn’t come here specially.
I’m on my way back from South East Asia.”

“And you decided to stop off, is
that it?”

“That’s it. A vacation, then
back to the States.”

“You know anybody in
Hawaii?”

“Not that I know of.”

“What kind of an answer is
that?”

“I know a lot of people in other
places and some of them might be here. I wouldn’t want you tripping
me up.”

Bridges favored me with a brief,
bitter smile. He had crooked, oddly overlapping teeth, a brown,
mournful face, not a lot of sandy hair left. More than ever he
looked like a sky pilot turned policeman. In some ways they have a
lot in common.

“I’ll trip you up all right and
I’ll put you in state prison for life. This may be Aloha land, but
you’d never know it by our state pen.”

Some people don’t like mercs of any
kind. Try to explain it to them and they shake their heads and say
that kind of thing is morally wrong. I understood Bridges’ attitude
and yet somehow it puzzled me.

I said, “Why are you so sure I’m mixed
up in this? You can’t have any evidence.”

He couldn’t have looked more hostile.
I didn’t expect him to answer in detail, but he did, even going to
the trouble of ticking off the answers on his thick
fingers.

“You’re a
so-called mercenary. I hate that lousy word, but I’ll use it now.
We know these Liberation scumbags are hiring mercenaries for top
money. You’re greedy and you’re here to pick it up. I said all that
before. Now we go on. You were near the hospital when it blew up.
All right, now you’re going to say that was coincidence. I don’t
believe in coincidence, never have, never will. Another thing that
doesn’t look good is that hotel you’re staying in, the Nani. It’s
okay but it’s hardly a first-class place. You say you make so much
money, so why are you staying there? Answer: you haven’t been
making so much money lately, so now you’re here to rebuild your fortune by
planting bombs and probably killing civic leaders and prominent
politicians.”

Christ, I thought, if I’d only taken a
direct flight to the States from Singapore I wouldn’t be sitting
here listening to this guy. But that was the fix I was in and I had
to deal with it as best I could.

“You have too many theories,” I
told him, hoping it wouldn’t provoke him to violence. All I wanted
to do was to get out of there and out of Hawaii. They’re right when
they say you can’t fight city hall. It’s even harder to fight
police headquarters. “I’m staying at the Nani because it’s kind of
old-fashioned, isn’t a glitter box, and the food is good and so are
the drinks. If you want to know how I knew about the Nani the
answer is I read about it in a magazine. Captain, the prices there
are secondary with me. I could stay in any hotel in Honolulu. I
have the money. You can call my bank back home. They’ll tell you
I’m not hurting for money.”

I was surprised he let me go on so
long. Maybe he hadn’t been listening. Now he just
grunted.

I said, “Why do you think I was in the
neighborhood of the hospital?”

That brought him back to life. “You
were there as an observer.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it? The way I see it, maybe
you’re already working for these Liberation creeps. They plan to
bomb the hospital, then send you to keep an eye on things. You
check in to that third-rate hotel not far away and
wait.”

“How do I know there even is a
Hawaiian Liberation Army? There was nothing about it on the news.
Usually they call the newspapers and TV stations.”

Bridges regarded me with immense
distaste: his crawling out from under a rock look. I wondered what
silent Vail really thought of his boss.

Bridges said, “They did call but we
managed to keep it out of the media. They’d better keep it out.
Tourism is big business here, bigger than in Florida or California.
Screw all that! You’re deep in this filthy business,
Rainey.”

“Then why don’t you charge me
with something. Do it. Book me so I can call a lawyer.”

He was silent. A full minute later he
said in a voice that had plenty of confidence behind it, “Don’t be
too sure about the lawyers. This is a special situation here.
There’s Pearl Harbor and the air bases to think about. You’ve heard
of Pearl Harbor, haven’t you? Oahu is the biggest aircraft carrier
in the world, if you like. National security comes before anybody’s
rights. Don’t push your luck by asking to be charged. Once in, you
may never get out. Follow me?”

I decided to take a chance, an awful
big one if he meant everything he said. Even so, I had to go with
it. Eat a little shit, okay, but you don’t want to drown in
it.

“You haven’t charged me because
you aren’t sure,” I said. “You’re probably checking me Stateside
right this minute. It’s not always easy to check on me: I move
around. You’re mad about the kids, well so am I. What the fuck do
you take me for? You think I’d kill a hospital full of kids or even
just one kid? You think that, you can go to hell.”

“Tough, isn’t he?” Bridges
remarked to Vail, who snickered. “What else, tough guy?”

I said, “The one thing that bothers
you in all this is why would I want to offer you information about
the getaway car, let alone show myself? I mean, if I’m such a
dangerous fucking mercenary-terrorist, why would I do a stupid
thing like that? You asked for information and I gave you what I
had. No other reason I’m here. So what happens now?”

This time he didn’t do his chair
punishing act. He just leaned forward, though he did point his
preacherlike forefinger, the grim padre warning the evildoer of
punishment to come.

“What happens now is we’re going
to turn you loose and we’re going to watch you every minute of the
day and night. You’re right: I’m not completely sure about your
association with the terrorists, and until I am sure, one way or
another, you’re going to be under constant surveillance. Don’t try
to leave Hawaii or you will be arrested and charged under the
National Security Act. If you think that’s unconstitutional, take
it up with the Founding Fathers. We may be in a guerrilla war here
before very long, so I’m not overly concerned with what’s
constitutional and what’s not. On a more personal note: let me say
that I hate your kind and it would give me great pleasure to catch
you doing something wrong. I think I will. For the moment I can
wait. Now get the fuck out of here!”

Vail, at least, was polite enough to
open the door for me.

 



Chapter Two

 


AN UNMARKED CAR followed the taxi I
took from police headquarters to the hotel. They were so obvious
about it that even the driver caught on before we were halfway
there, and he kept looking in the rear-view mirror, sometimes at
the surveillance car, sometimes at me. Far from enjoying the drama
of the moment, it made him nervous and he snatched the fare and
took off without thanking me for the tip.

Bridges’ boys pulled in right behind
and watched me as I went into the hotel. The car they were using
was so plain a car, in colorful Hawaii, that only a fool could fail
to recognize it and take its two burly occupants for plainclothes
cops. True to his word, Bridges was making it hard for me, and it
could only get worse.

I like to tip well because I know what
these people make, but this time the desk clerk didn’t smile when I
asked for my key. Instead, he said the manager wanted to see me,
and I didn’t have to guess what about. That could be more of
Bridges’ work, or the manager might be doing it on his own bat; it
didn’t matter; I wasn’t welcome anymore. He was apologetic but
firm and there was no point getting mad at the fat Chinese-Hawaiian
who ran the place. After all I had been taken away by the police
and the fact that I was back didn’t mean I was innocent of whatever
it was I was supposed to have done. Naturally the manager said none
of that, but it was what he was thinking. Fuck Captain Bridges, I
thought.

“We want no trouble, Mr.
Rainey,” the manager said.

“That’s okay,” I told him. “I’ll
check out in the morning.”

In my room I fixed a drink and sat
down, still mad at Bridges, to go over what had happened. Some cops
are relentless and this one was: it was enough for him that I might
be involved in the bombing of the hospital. To be considered
capable of such a horrible thing came as a shock, but then Bridges
didn’t know me at all and his conviction that all mercs were
low-lives must have made me seem a likely suspect. If I proved to
be innocent, then no serious harm was done: that was how the
bastard would look at it, and I wondered how many lives he had
ruined in his pursuit of the ungodly.

Of course I knew why he had turned me
loose and why he was putting on the screws. I was supposed to panic
and run, to lose my surveillance; that was when the real
surveillance, the second team, would take over. Sometimes these old
dodges work or the cops wouldn’t keep going back to them. I’d run
and they’d run and when I slowed down they’d do the same, hoping to
be led to the right place and to the right people.

I had another drink and
switched on the seven o’clock news and even with the drinks in me I
was chilled by what I saw. All day they had been working in the
rubble of the hospital and bodies still were being carried out as
cranes lifted the steel girders and massive concrete slabs that had
been a children’s hospital. The television cameras moved around,
not forgetting an occasional pretty girl, and on the faces of all
present was the same shock I felt myself, and I thought:
These terrorists,
how do they get that way, what makes them do it?

The governor had rushed back from a
San Francisco conference and was there on the scene. Interviewed,
he said it was the most shocking outrage in the entire history of
the United States. I agreed with him: it was. Nothing was said
about the Hawaiian Liberation Army, though this group, still
unknown to the public, had gone one better than all the other
terror groups: they had committed the ultimate crime, and I thought
that’s how it goes: to capture the world’s attention in an age of
horrors you have to do something really spectacular.

Some state official gave it as his
opinion that this was the work of one man: the man who drove the
stolen ambulance and killed the security guard, the man who was
seen running away. A senior state police officer said the entire
state law enforcement apparatus was moving into high gear and there
were several good leads which he was not prepared to discuss at the
present time. There was no cause for alarm since this appeared to
be an isolated incident and the culprit was sure to be caught with
dispatch.

Listen good, all you
tourists, I
thought. But I knew in my bones that they’d never get away with the
cover-up. Blue Hawaii just wasn’t equipped to deal with terror
groups, and ignoring this particular group would make its members
all the more vicious. They’re like that, these publicity hungry
bastards: to them terror is a media event; they are the rock stars
of the far left. The IRA kills Lord Mountbatten and some greasy
Turk with a St. Tropez look tries to knock off the Pope. I had to
admit that the children’s hospital number was a show stopper, but
where was the recognition? It was like Mick Jagger dropping his
pants with the lights out.

A little drunk now, I could picture
the boys and girls of the HLA glowering at the TV set in their
headquarters, with automatic weapons stacked in the corner and pot
smoke in the air, vowing vengeance on the Establishment because
credit for their spectacular was being given to this lone “maniac.”
And that was why I thought Bridges’ bosses were making a terrible
mistake with their half-assed cover-up. The terrorists would be
pissed and so they would plan something
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