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The Company had no operation in America—the Syndicate took all
the action. And when the Revenger hit the West Coast there was
plenty.

Stark thought he was safe across the border from Canada. But
then he got mixed up with two amateur narcotics smugglers and took
off on a stolen police motor bike with a hail of hot lead for
company. His journey brought him up against a big wheel in the
Syndicate. And put another corpse on his tally. That made John
Stark a marked man: a sadistic black gun picked up the contract,
but Stark was the hit man’s equal in the art of death. And in the
deadly chase that followed both men used their lethal skills to
bloody effect.

The Syndicate sent revenge against the Revenger. Like the
Company, it learned the hard way that John Stark didn’t die
easily.
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Chapter One

 


OFFICER HUNT ANGLED the Highway
Patrol unit on to the hard shoulder of California State Route One
and the fat tyres spurted up some dust as he braked too strongly
and the wheels locked. He turned off the ignition and he and his
partner, whose name was Korstarski, heard the music.

‘Noisy party,’ Hunt commented, swinging open his door and
stepping out. The harsh sunlight of mid-afternoon flashed on the
one-way mirrors of his wrap-round anti-glare glasses.

‘Swinging so early,’ Korstarski said, getting out on his side
of the black and white car. While Hunt went to lean on the
white-painted guardrail which separated the shoulder of the road
from the narrow strip of parched grass at the edge of the cliff, he
stayed in the angle of the car and the open door. The Salinas
despatcher was feeding a lot of information over the airwaves and
Korstarski didn’t want to miss his unit number if it came up. It
had been a slow shift and the square-faced Pole didn’t like them
that way.

All he could
see beyond the guardrail was the vast dark blue carpet of the
Pacific, marred here and there by the white splits of boat wakes;
and the paler blue dome of the sky featured with the smudging wisps
of contrails from the big jets out of and into the airports of Los
Angeles to the south and San Francisco to the north.

‘Mr. Mandato’s place, uh?’ he called above the staccato
monologue of the police radio and the frantic blast of music
vibrating the hot, ocean-salty air.

‘You can drop the mister, Joe,’ the blond Hunt
reminded. ‘Ain’t nobody but me hearing you.’

The tautness
of the sun-tanned skin and the tight mouthline beneath the eye-mask
of the mirrored glasses betrayed the fact that the young Highway
Patrolman had a less polite prefix in mind for the owner of the
beach house from which the music was powering. It was an expensive
house—a split-level sprawled over an extensive area of oceanside
real estate. A private road spurred off the main highway a mile
north of where the patrol unit was parked and cut down the two
hundred feet high cliff-face in a gentle gradient. A constantly
fresh-painted sign at the head of the side road warned that private
property started immediately off the highway. The road ended at a
broad slab of concrete extending out over the beach from the base
of the cliff. The house, of yellow brick, grey, rough-cut stone,
sparkling white wood and high-polished safety glass, was built half
on this slab and half on piles driven deep into the fine sand. A
boat dock thrust out into the ocean from one side of the house. A
blue-hulled cabin cruiser with a teak superstructure was moored
there. The boat matched the house in that it was unashamedly
luxurious. So were the cars parked on the concrete apron between
the rear of the house and the towering cliff. Imported Mercedes,
Rolls-Royces, BMWs and a Jensen. Home grown Caddys, Buicks and
Fords from the top bracket. Hunt counted ten of them: not one more
than a year out of the automotive plant.

The music was
cheap. Acid rock played by way-out bands, blasting through a
high-priced hi-fi set-up.

‘I’ve heard enough, Irv,’ Korstarski growled. ‘You seen
enough?’

‘Guess so,’ the younger man said with a scowl as he pushed
away from the guardrail. ‘A guy on a cop’s salary didn’t ought to
spend more than two minutes a day seeing how the other half
lives.’

‘The rotten half,’ Korstarski amplified, sliding on to the
front passenger seat and slamming closed the door as his partner
got behind the wheel.

‘You’d never know it, looking down there. Everything’s got
that clean, sparkling, brand new look.’ He started the motor,
checked the rear-view mirror and saw the speck of a distant car
coming fast from the south, chrome trim glinting in the bright
sunlight. The road was clear in the other direction and he cut the
unit over to the northbound lane.

‘New-style syndicate image, you know that, Irv,’ Korstarski
muttered, thought he heard the number of the unit broadcast but
discovered he was mistaken on the repeat. ‘Only the take money is
rotten dirty. It goes to the cleaners so many times before guys
like Mandato get it the bills smell fresher than when they came off
the printing press. And his kind buy their goodies the same as the
rest of us slobs. They just buy bigger and better goodies, more
often than we do.’

Hunt nodded,
holding the dusty Ford cruiser to a low gear crawl. ‘If ever I make
detective, there won’t be so many Mandatos spreading the big
laundered bills around, Joe,’ he said with soft vehemence.

Korstarski was
fifteen years senior to his partner and had no ambition to be
anything but a Highway Patrolman. But then, his pleasures were few
and inexpensive and he did not have a wife and three young kids
like Hunt. He smiled at the tense profile of the driver. ‘Sure,
Irv.’ The car which had been a speck in the rear-view mirror now
whipped past the dawdling cruiser. A late-model Corvette with
Illinois licence plates. As white as high mountain snow, driven by
a man blacker than Pennsylvania coal. ‘But until you make that
big-time gang-buster slot, how about bracing that guy?’

Hunt stepped
on the gas pedal and used the gear-shift for maximum acceleration
as Korstarski hit the switches for the red flashers on the roof and
the siren. He added to the warning himself by snapping on the
headlights to high beam.

‘What’d he do, Joe?’ he yelled above the urgent wail of the
siren.

‘About a hundred I’m guessing,’ the older patrolman answered.
‘And still doing it. The restriction’s still on, Irv.’

‘That’s right,’ Hunt agreed, pressing the gas pedal to the
floor and holding it there. But the sports Chewy continued to
lengthen the gap between the two cars. ‘You want to call in, Joe?
He’s got to know he’s tagged, but he ain’t slowing.’

Korstarski
unclipped the microphone and reached for the transmit button. Then
he abandoned the broadcast. ‘Now the guy’s being wise,’ he
rasped.

Up ahead, a
mile beyond the point where the private road spurred down to the
house in which the syndicate man was throwing a party, the
right-tum flasher of the Corvette was responding to the unit’s dome
beacons. Then the brake lights glowed red and the low-line car
angled over on to the road shoulder. Dust billowed, enveloping the
slowing car. The police cruiser ate up the intervening road
space.

‘Sure hope we don’t set no land sliding,’ Hunt muttered as he eased the gas
pedal up from the floor. As the cruiser slowed, the wail of the
siren began to decay.

‘It’d push Mandato and all his party guests into the ocean,’
Korstarski pointed out.

Hunt grinned
at this idea. Then: ‘Man, those wheels sure took some
stopping!’

The dust had
settled on and around the Corvette and both police officers were
able to see where the Negro’s car had come to a halt. It had
skidded on the loose surface of the shoulder and side-slid a
hundred feet along a rutted dirt road that cut inland through an
expanse of head-high brush. Hunt rolled the cruiser on to the track
at a more sedate pace as his partner cut the dome lights and siren.
There was no way to get ahead of the Corvette unless by bulldozing
through the brush, so Hunt stayed at the rear, silencing the motor
and turning off the headlights as he braked within an inch of
bumping the other car.

‘We play it cool, Irv,’ Korstarski cautioned, unbuttoning his
holster flap.

‘You mean careful,’ Hunt responded with a ribbing grin. ‘Don’t
we always?’ He pushed open the door and unfastened his own holster
as he slid from the car.

They
approached the stalled Corvette on either side, palms draped over
the butts of the Combat Magnums. Through the raked rear window of
the car they could see the driver was still at the wheel: the
fingers of one hand tapping lightly on the rim while he used his
left hand to smoke a cigarette. As the two patrolmen flanked him,
the black driver shifted his free hand to hit a button on the dash.
The windows wound down automatically and both officers received a
whiff of refreshing coolness before the hot afternoon outside
negated the air-conditioned atmosphere within the car.

‘Did I do something wrong, officers?’ the handsome young Negro
asked in silky tones, looking first at Hunt, who was on the left
hand side of the car, then at Korstarski.

He was about
twenty-five or six and there had been some white blood in his line,
way back. His skin tone was Africa black and his short cut, very
neat hair was crinkled. But he had the thin mouthline, angular nose
and basic facial structure of the Anglo-Saxon Caucasian. He was
tall and well-built enough to look a little uncomfortable in the
cockpit of the Corvette. His dress was sober and businesslike. A
well cut dark grey suit, crisp white shirt and conservatively
patterned tie. Unscuffed, wet-look shoes.

‘See your driver’s licence, sir?’ Hunt asked, dropping his
hand away from the gun butt.

‘Sure thing, officer. What’s the problem?’ He looked as if he
smiled easily, but there was nothing light-hearted about his
attitude now. His widely-spaced dark eyes showed just the right
amount of concern for a man braced by the police for a traffic
violation. Korstarski relaxed, too, and began to move around the
car, checking the tyres, as the Negro drew a billfold from the
inside pocked of his suit jacket and extracted the driver’s
licence.

‘My name is Maynard Hay,’ the man in the Corvette
said.

‘I’m from Decatur, Illinois. Doing business in California.
I’ve been through San Diego and Los Angeles and now I’m on my way
to San Francisco.’

He was talking
overmuch and a little fast, Korstarski thought as he came up
alongside Hunt and looked over his partner’s shoulder at the
licence. But it figured he was likely to be a little more nervous
than a white man. Neither patrolman harboured any racial prejudice
but their uniforms invariably produced an over-reaction in
circumstances such as this.

Hunt nodded
curtly as he handed the licence back through the window. ‘Your car,
sir?’

Hay squinted
as the sunlight bounced off the mirrored glasses of the patrolman.
‘Sure thing, officer. I have the registration right here, if you’d
like to see it.’ He made to release his seat harness to reach for
the lid of the glove compartment in front of the passenger
seat.

‘That’s all right, sir,’ Hunt said quickly. ‘Can you tell me
what speed you were doing when you went past our unit back on the
highway?’

Hay shrugged,
looking less anxious than before. ‘A hundred •.. a hundred and
five, maybe. Is there a limit on this stretch?’ He started to
sweat. A bead of moisture appeared below his sideburn and cut a
course down his cheek, over his neck and spread a damp smudge on
the crisp whiteness of his shirt collar.

‘Sure is, sir. It’s well posted back aways. Speed restricted
to fifty miles an hour on account of the cliffs are crumbling.
Geologists say high speed driving could be aggravating the
situation. This is a slide area, sir.’

Hay had put
out his cigarette. Now he ran a finger around the inside of his
shirt collar. ‘I been spoiled by this air conditioning,’ he said
with a weak smile. ‘Forgotten how hot California is in summer.’

‘Weather Bureau forecasts a high of eighty-seven today, sir,’
Hunt said. ‘I’m going to have to give you a citation.’ He drew the
pad of tickets from a pocket of his shirt.

‘You have to do your duty, officer,’ Hay allowed. ‘And I know
that not seeing the signs is no excuse.’

‘I’ll go check the radio, Irv,’ Korstarski said, satisfied
that Maynard Hay was nothing more than a traffic violation case.
The sudden onset of sweating had worried him for a few moments. But
it was hot, and
both patrolmen’s shirts were pasted to their backs by
dampness.

He would not
have given the out-of-state businessman a citation, but the
partners made it a rule never to interfere when the other took the
initiative in handling a situation. Moving back towards the unit to
get a clearer hearing of the deluge of words issuing from the radio
receiver, Korstarski thought he knew the reason why Irving Hunt was
taking such a hard line with the Negro. Hay wore expensive clothes
and drove a high-price car with fancy extras like automatic windows
and air conditioning. Hunt didn’t just have a chip on his shoulder
about rich syndicate men. He resented everyone who was rich, no
matter how they came by their wealth. And since money often went
hand-in-hand with influence, this quirk of Hunt’s was the major
reason why the youngster would never get the promotion he so
earnestly wanted.

There was
nothing for the unit on the radio, so Korstarski leaned against the
fender and glanced idly around—at the Corvette with Hunt standing
beside it writing the speeding ticket, at the high brush and the
short length of empty highway visible at the end of the dirt
road.

‘I need a new pack of cigarettes, officer,’ Hay said to Hunt,
pushing open the door.

The Highway
Patrolman continued with writing the ticket, moving to the front of
the Corvette to remind himself of the Illinois licence number.
Korstarski yawned as he watched the Negro key open the lid of the
trunk. Six-two tall, he guessed and weighing a little over two
hundred. Not an ounce of excess fat on the solidly-built frame.

‘There you go, sir,’ Hunt said, tearing the ticket from the
pad as he moved back along the length of the car. ‘Be best if you
stop off at Salinas and pay the fine. You leave Route One at
Monterey and—’

Hay had been
stooped over an open suit-case. When he straightened, he held a two
hundred carton of Marlboro in his right hand. He swung around,
teeth flashing with three gold fillings, and showed Hunt his left
hand. It was fisted around the heavy butt of a US army issue Colt
.45 automatic.

‘Hard to believe, uh?’ he said, still smiling as Hunt’s face
beneath the mirrored glasses expressed incredulity and fear. ‘But
my friend speaks the truth, whitey pig.’

The big gun
spoke, belching lead from the muzzle and spitting out the shell
case from the ejection slot. The spinning case glinted in the
sunlight. The bullet tore through the dark uniform shirt of Hunt
and ripped through his flesh to smash into the vital workings of
his heart. Blood spurted and then spread an expanding stain across
the shirt as the younger cop staggered backwards two steps, died,
and crumpled to the side of the dirt road.

‘Death is the only truth in life, and my friend speaks it,’
Hay said, in the tone of an evangelical preacher.

He had begun
to turn as the .45 slug penetrated Hunt’s shirt. He had Korstarski
covered before the Pole’s partner died on his feet. Korstarski
started to bob down, into the cover of the unit’s open door, as he
reached for his side-arm. A second bullet exploded from the big
automatic, kicking the used case into ejection. Korstarski’s face
was framed by the metal surround of the rolled down window. The
bullet smashed through the bridge of his nose, shattering bone. It
gouged a deep furrow along the underside of his brain. A crimson
spout issued from the hole in his head and inscribed a curving line
down the door of the cruiser. Thinner lines spurred away from the
big one. Korstarski lived for a further ten seconds as he lay
sprawled on the ground, but the brain injury had paralysed him. He
smelled the oil which caked dirt to the underside of the unit and
thought how crazy it was for a guy to blast two cops just to avoid
getting a citation for speeding. No, it had to be something more
than that. But the details didn’t matter. He had seen Irv get it.
The heart. Dead centre. No, the details didn’t matter. Irv was
dead. Charlotte was a widow and the kids were orphans. Then
Korstarski died, the last of his line.

By that time,
Maynard Hay had put the automatic back in the suitcase, closed the
top and locked the trunk. Then he stooped and picked up Hunt’s pad
and the completed citation. A car went past on the highway. Not
fast—abiding by the speed restriction through the slide area. It
was the first vehicle to pass in either direction since the Highway
Patrol cruiser had tagged the Corvette. A slow afternoon on
California State Route One.

Hay put the
pad and the citation in a side pocket of his suit jacket and slid
behind the wheel of his car. He was no longer smiling as he looked
out at the crumpled form of Hunt. In the 'mirrored lenses of the
dead policeman’s glasses, Hay’s handsome features were reflected in
an expression of quiet satisfaction.

‘You got to see it from my angle, whitey,’ he muttered as he
closed the car door. ‘Only one guy supposed to know old May Hay’s
in California.’

He keyed the
motor into life and the roar of power swamped the monotone stream
of words from the unit’s radio receiver. He took a chance, turning
the wheel to full lock and holding the gear in low to thrust the
Corvette through the tall brush in a tight circle. The ground was
unbroken beneath the vegetation and the low-line car gained the
road behind the cruiser with its motor still throbbing smoothly. He
braked short of the end of the brush and got out to check the
highway. It was empty again and he drove out on to it, turning left
to angle across into the southbound lane.

Back on the
dirt road, the radio slung under the dash of the Highway Patrol
cruiser was silent for long moments. The despatcher in Salinas had
broadcast a squeal to Korstarski and Hunt and was awaiting an
acknowledgement. The brief period of radio silence was filled with
the urgent buzzing of two swarms of flies feeding on the rapidly
drying blood of the dead men.

Out on the
highway, with the Corvette’s windows rolled up tight and the air
conditioner hissing a cold stream into his face, Hay signalled for
another right turn and swung the car on to the private road sloping
down the cliff face towards the expensive house on the beach.

‘May, you just got to be more careful,’ he told himself.
‘Speed kills.’

 



Chapter Two

 


‘YOU HAVEN’T BEEN in a wheelchair very long, have you,
feller?’

John Stark
looked through the Polaroid lenses of his dark glasses at the
bearded young man who had spoken to him, and at the girl clinging
to the boy’s arm. He liked the girl best, but it was merely a
sexual reaction. She was about eighteen: a redhead with a pretty,
freckled face that was too thin so that her green eyes seemed
disproportionately large. Her body was thin, too, rather than
slender. Small-breasted and skinny-waisted. The tie-dye tee-shirt
she wore was tight enough to mould her nipples and emphasize the
ridges of her ribs. Denim jeans, cut to frayed shorts, were held
low on her almost non-existent hips by a broad leather belt. She
was a leggy five-six and her legs were deeply tanned and looked
strong. She wasn’t Stark’s type, but she was a girl, so he
preferred her to her escort.

He was at
least five years her senior. A couple of inches taller than the
girl, he probably weighed about the same, for he was even more
emaciated than she. He wore faded, full-length jeans and a leather
shirt with enough buttons unfastened to display his hirsute chest.
The hair was dark black, as was the beard that reached the base of
his throat and that which grew on his head and fell in greasy
lengths to his shoulders. He was ugly, with prominent cheek bones,
an angular nose and intense eyes too far apart, dark brown in
colour.

‘First time I ever broke a leg,’ Stark answered.

‘You’re English,’ the girl said dully.

She was
American. So was her boyfriend. Stark had been in North America for
only a few frantic days, but he had learned to distinguish between
the American and the Canadian accents. Here, on the Forty-Ninth
Parallel where the highway from New Westminster, British Columbia
crossed the international border to head for Blaine, Washington
State, the large group of people awaiting immigration and customs
clearance was comprised mostly of nationals from both countries.
But there was also a sprinkling of tourists from Europe and Asia,
so that Stark’s English accent did not make him particularly
conspicuous. The fact that such a young man was propelling himself
awkwardly in a wheelchair did attract a certain amount of
attention. But not, he hoped, from his enemies. Enemies who were
looking for an able-bodied man. Enemies who were separated into two
camps, working independently of each other. One seeking to capture
him: the police. The other as eager to kill as to capture him: the
company.

‘That doesn’t make you happy?’ Stark asked, using his hands to
turn the large wheels of the chair and inch it forward as the line
shuffled into movement. He smiled personably at the
couple.

The bearded
youngster jerked free of the girl’s anxious grasp and gripped the
handles of the chair. He had dirt under his fingernails. More dirt
was grimed into the sparse flesh of his hands. They looked as if
they had been living rough for a long time.

‘Man, we’re friends with the whole world,’ he said. ‘Bonny’s
just got this mood today. Time of the month, I think.’

Bonny grimaced
at a middle-aged woman, who caught her breath and scowled in
response to the bearded youngster’s loud-voiced announcement that
his girl had started her period. ‘Jealous, lady?’ she growled,
heaving a rucksack off the ground and inserting her arms through
the straps to hang it on her thin shoulders. ‘’Cause you’re way
past the change?’

‘Well, really!’ the woman snorted.

‘Cool it, Bonny!’ The boy used one hand to inch Stark’s chair
forward. The other reached out and jerked the girl close to him. He
smiled at the offended woman. ‘She really loves you, ma’am,’ he
assured. ‘Our generation loves the whole world and we’re gonna keep
the peace that way.’

The woman’s
expression of disgust became more clearly defined as she considered
that the young man was making fun of her. She looked pointedly
away, not wishing to get further involved.

‘You don’t mind us helping you?’ he asked Stark. ‘This is
Bonny and I’m Ham. Short for Hamilton.’

‘If it’s going to keep the world at peace, I’m all for being
helped,’ Stark allowed. ‘Name’s Lewis Morgan.’

That was what
it said on his passport, anyway. A forged passport. The latest of
many he had used since being springboarded into a life of violence,
dedicated to destroying the international crime organisation known
as the company: by a process of killing everyone dealing in its
evil trade. This passport, together with a Canadian blank and a
British and International Driver’s Licence had been given to him by
a man who had financed his assault against the Canadian arm of the
company. The same man had given him a car and ten thousand dollars
cash—equally divided into Canadian and US bills. But in undertaking
the assignment Stark had inevitably attracted the attention of the
organisation he was attacking, as well as Canadian law enforcement
agencies.

Thus he was
heading south, camouflaged to some extent by the wheelchair and
dark glasses. The car—a beat-up Plymouth Barracuda body-shell of
American origin built around the power unit of a British E-Type
Jaguar—was already across the border aboard a freight train bound
for Seattle. In it was most of the money and a small arsenal of
weapons. Stark had retained just five hundred US dollars which he
carried in the inside pocket of his sports jacket: and a .357
Combat Magnum which he held pressed between his thighs under cover
of the blanket enveloping him from waist to ankles.

‘Glad to know you, Lew. Lew okay?’

‘Lew’s fine, Ham,’ Stark answered brightly and winked at the
girl. He tapped the thigh of his perfectly good right leg, the calf
of which was encased in a thin shell of plaster. ‘And it’s nice to
meet you, Bonny. As you can see I’m in no fit state to care what
time of the month it is for you.’

‘Wouldn’t make no difference, man,’ she answered with a shrug
that made her small breasts bounce appealingly under the wafer-thin
fabric of the tee-shirt. ‘I don’t dig the older type.’ The line
shuffled forward.

‘I’m twenty-eight,’ Stark groaned in mock misery. ‘Over the
hill and sliding fast.’

‘Ignore her, feller,’ Ham advised releasing one hand from the
chair and delving into the rucksack on the girl’s back. ‘She just
rolled the wrong way outta the hedge this morning. Gum?’ Stark
shook his head and faced front again, away from the pack of
Wrigley’s thrust under his nose. He felt something slide down
between his hip and the side of the chair. Unaware of what it was,
he knew only that Ham had taken it from the rucksack with the gum
and had dropped it purposely into the chair. Ham and the girl had a
stick of gum each and began to chew it with fast relish.

‘You look older than that,’ Bonny said after a lengthy pause,
her tone challenging.

‘It’s the hard life I’ve led,’ Stark answered easily, turning
his head to grin at her. He saw that her thin face wore a mask of
nervous strain. He also saw, out of the corner of his eye, that Ham
was gripping the chair handle with unnecessary firmness. His smile
and the comment drew no response from Bonny and he turned to face
front again, wondering what it was they were trying to smuggle
across the border. From their appearance, it was easy to jump to
the conclusion that the contraband dropped into the chair was a
drug of some kind.

Stark did, in
fact, look at least five years older than his true age. And the
constant tension of avoiding death while dealing it out in large
doses did account for this to a large extent. But also responsible
was the bandito-type moustache he had grown—at first as a disguise
but now worn because he liked it. The moustache decorated a face
that was discreetly handsome. A face with deep-set, clear blue
eyes; a well sculptured nose and a pleasant mouthline above a
faintly thrusting jaw. Atop it was a head of thick black hair worn
moderately long. Below was a hard, lean body that packed average
strength for a man a little under six feet tall and weighing in the
region of a hundred and eighty pounds. Despite Bonny’s negative
reaction to him, he had the face and build of a man who never had
any difficulty sparking interest from the opposite sex when the
need and the opportunity arose.

But it had
become a dangerous ability of late—since he had set out on his
mission of vengeance and become known as the Revenger. Dangerous
for the women. In England, France, the islands of the
Mediterranean, the Middle East, Germany, Scandinavia and latterly
Canada, an attachment to Stark had meant sudden, violent death to
so many beautiful women. Innocent women, most of them, outside the
moral sense of the word. Dying so that Stark might live, avenging
them many times over.

Reflections on
death were incongruous on a day such as this. A warm, sun bright
day at a quietly efficient border crossing between two friendly
countries. On the highway, lines of cars, trucks and buses crawled
and stopped by turns as drivers and passengers submitted to the
cursory formalities of entry and exit, exit and entry. At the side
of the highway Stark was just one of forty-two passengers who had
been apologetically requested to leave the Greyhound bus bound from
Vancouver to Seattle. For a broken fuel pump had stalled the big
bus a quarter of a mile short of the border crossing. Thus, while
harassed Greyhound employees arranged for baggage handling and a
replacement bus to complete the trip, the passengers crossed from
one country to the other on foot: joined by the hitch-hiking Ham
and Bonny.

As a
cold-eyed, taciturn Canadian immigration official thumped exit
stamps on the passports of Stark and the young couple, the man whom
the press had dubbed the Revenger decided he had been over-cautious
in adopting the guise of a temporary cripple. He had been
unmolested by the company since making his escape from the high
mountain retreat of Snowy Ridge in the far north of British
Columbia. And the police, too, had been unaware of his movements as
he made for Vancouver where he stayed in a Hastings Street hotel
until the heat cooled.

The Vancouver Sun
ran a few brief follow-up stories on the trail of
violence Stark had blazed across Canada but there was nothing in
the press about the wholesale slaughter at Snowy Ridge. It was
understandable. The luxurious school for training recruits to the
company’s male prostitution ring was remotely sited—ideally so for
the company’s ‘undertakers’ to move in and clear away the debris.
So neither the police nor the newspapers v heard about the massacre
in the mountains that climaxed Stark’s assault on the company’s
Canadian arm. This was good from the company’s point of view, for
the efficient running of its operations depended upon secrecy. It
also made life easier for Stark for, in the way of things, police
interest in him intensified and slackened in direct relation to the
degree of death and destruction he triggered.

So it was
that, as he bided his time in Vancouver, the provincial police of
British Columbia had no local crimes scored against Stark’s name.
The Mounties had bulletins out on him but they were not regarded as
top priority. For while law enforcement could not condone mass
murder through official channels, individual officers acknowledged
the fact that Stark only killed company employees. The high-powered
criminal element which was too well-organised to be caught in the
police net, with its requirements of evidence as to guilt and the
complex and lengthy procedure of trial and sentencing.

Stark required
no such trimmings. All he needed was to ascertain company
connections: then he acted. Sometimes he made the law look bad by
committing wholesale slaughter with apparent immunity. But against
this was the fact that he had exterminated some of the biggest
forces of evil at work in modem society: forces that had operated
with the same licence as Stark, but preyed on the innocent. So no
individual cop was going to go out of his way to put the arm on a
guy who had smashed so many cogs in the vast international machine
which was fuelled by human degradation and suffering.

But the
faceless officialdom of law enforcement was dedicated to bringing
in Stark, so he was as much in hiding from the police as from the
company while he remained holed up at the Vancouver hotel. He
stayed there a full week, faking the broken leg as a cover for
keeping to his room, but shunning the offered attention of the
house doctor. Then, certain he had reached the city undetected, he
made arrangements to leave it—freighting the car by rail into the
United States and booking the seat on the Greyhound bus to
Seattle.

‘You on vacation, Lew?’ Ham asked as he pushed the wheelchair
across the strip of no-man’s-land between the exit of Canada and
entry to the United States.

‘Sort of,’ Stark answered. He was tense himself now, as he saw
the US Customs men aligned behind the heap of luggage which had
been off-loaded from the broken-down bus. But Ham was suffering
from even more taut nerves. It sounded in his voice. Stark looked
at Bonny briefly and his gaze clashed with hers. Her green eyes
were like those of a corpse. They had the glaze of dead
things.

‘You know!’ she rasped, not moving her wan lips.

‘It’s my leg I cracked up, darling,’ Stark told her softly.
‘My brain’s working the same as always.’

‘You’re in it, too.’ Bonny warned.

‘Terrific,’ Stark answered. ‘You’re a real helpful
couple.’

‘Cool it!’ Ham hissed.

They were part
of a group again—caught up with those who had gone through Canadian
immigration ahead of them, and crowded at the back by those who had
followed. Stark had not lied to Ham about his intention to take a
sort of holiday. He had tried to drop out of his life of violence
once before. But that had been on Spanish territory and Spain was a
company preserve. Vancouver had been peaceful for a week, but
cooped up in a hotel room was no way to relax. And had he ventured
outside it would have been a matter of perhaps hours—days at the
most—before the company spotted him. But the United States was
something different. It was syndicate country, Mafia land, Cosa
Nostra territory. The company and the syndicate cooperated but
there were no iron-bound links between the two criminal cartels.
Stark could paint a whole series of US towns a subdued shade of red
without being tagged as the Revenger. That is what he thought,
anyway, when he planned his trip south.

‘Grass?’ he asked softly.

Bonny made a
sound of disgust. ‘Man, we got a whole lawn of that at
Ventura.’

‘Eighth letter of the alphabet, uh?’

‘Bright.’

Stark sighed
as his passport was stamped and his visa was checked by a US
immigration man. In no way was it going to be a holiday of any sort
if he was arrested on the Forty-Ninth Parallel for attempting to
smuggle a package of heroin into the United States. But there was
nothing he could do to insure the risk now: beyond trying to forget
about the pressure of the bulge against his hip in the same way he
attempted to ignore the hard metal of the Magnum held between his
thighs.

‘This your only luggage?’ a customs man growled, slapping a
meaty hand on the red suitcase.

‘Yes,’ Stark told him. His thighs were clammy with sweat. He
imagined a burning pain in his left hip.

‘Keys?’

‘It’s not locked.’

The customs
man flipped aside the catches and lifted the lid. He began to paw
through the contents of underwear, socks, shirts and shaving gear.
All bought new, like the
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