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WHO IS JOHN
STARK?

John Stark is a man
with one purpose in life; to destroy The Company. Any way he can,
regardless of who gets in his way. The Company is an international
crime syndicate dealing in every kind of activity that will make
money out of human degradation. It has killed everyone Stark holds
dear and he is out to take his own kind of bloody vengeance on the
murderers concerned.

His path of revenge
leads him from a prison break in England to the capital cities of
the world, and behind him he leaves a trail of Company corpses.
Stark is a hunter – hunted himself by his victims and the law
alike.

John Stark is the
Revenger.
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CHAPTER
ONE

 


IT WAS HOT and humid
in Hong Kong that night, but Eddie Ling was sweating more than
most.

He had become impatient
and out of impatience had grown nervousness. They had been inside
too long: more than thirty minutes and Chan had said it would take
thirty minutes at the most. It had been three o’clock when Ling had
last looked at his wristwatch and now, when he peered at it again,
it was two minutes past.

He wanted a cigarette,
but made no attempt to search his pockets for one. Chan had warned
him against smoking. For a moment, he considered getting out of the
Datsun and going into the doorway of the massage parlour for a
smoke: but he didn’t do that either. Chan had told him to stay in
the car the whole time.

He stared ahead,
through the grimy windscreen of the old car. He saw a stretch of
narrow street, ten feet from kerb to kerb, with a pool of yellow
light from a lamp at the end showing the facade of a store and
office building on Nathan Road. On each side of the narrow street
in which the red Datsun was parked were the high walls of other
buildings. The one on the right housed the Allied Oriental
Assurance Company. That was where Chan was, on the third floor with
the two white faces, Carver and Pryor.

He kept glancing up at
the building, craning his neck out of the rolled-down window,
sometimes thinking he saw a flash of light at one of the windows.
But he knew it must be his imagination. Chan would have made sure
the windows were completely blacked out.

At ten past three Ling
began to shake as well as sweat, like a man with a fever. And maybe
he did have a fever, triggered by fear. They only had five minutes
now, because the police Land Rover from Tsim Sha Tsui station was
due to turn in off Nathan Road at a quarter past. Perhaps even
before that because nobody, not even Chan, could judge exactly how
long it would take a vehicle to drive from one place to another on
any particular night in Kowloon.

Ling’s hand moved to
the ignition key and with his other he wiped away the line of warm
moisture that hung on his eyebrows. He wished he had never got
mixed up in this. He wished they would get a move on. He wished he
had never known Frankie Pryor for if he hadn’t he would never have
met the other two. He wished he was at home, his sleep disturbed
only by the night-time sounds made by the other tenants of the
resettlement block in Ma Tau Kok and the aircraft using Kai
Tak.

But the sound that
suddenly cut across his thoughts was nothing like he had ever heard
before. It was a shot, clear and short-lived, shattering the dull
murmur of Kowloon’s quiet hours with an almost physical force. The
sweat on his face and in his armpits turned ice cold and for long
seconds his muscles were paralysed. Then the latent panic jerked
him into a series of automatic actions. He turned on the ignition,
switched the headlights to full beam and revved the engine.

The street ahead was
suddenly not empty anymore. A police constable stood there, starkly
illuminated in the harsh white glare of the headlights, an
expression of deep shock frozen on his face. But his immobility was
momentary. He started forward, hand going to his belt holster for
the gun. Ling heard the shout from the man’s gaping mouth, above
the roar of the Datsun’s engine. And he also heard the rear door of
the car wrenched open. Something thudded on to the back seat and it
was like a trigger in his brain. He crashed the car into gear and
stamped on the accelerator. There were more shouts, from behind him
this time, and the nearside door swung wildly. But Ling was
concerned solely with the policeman in front of him. The uniformed
figure had stepped off the pavement and Ling’s eyes were wide with
horror as he stared at the rapidly narrowing gap between the car
and the man. His lips moved in a silent prayer that the man would
get out of the road.

And he did, leaping at
the last moment for the kerb as the Datsun’s wing snatched at his
hand holding the drawn gun. Then the face of the building at the
junction leapt at the wind-screen and Ling wrenched down on the
wheel, sending the car into a screaming right hand turn, the front
off-side wheel leaping up on to the pavement and then bouncing down
again. For an eternity of seconds he had to fight to regain
control, pumping the brake pedal and swaying in the seat.

He screamed the car
around on to Nathan, heading north, with tyres burning black
impressions against the roadway. The lights at the Jordan Road
intersection were green. He made another tyre-torturing right turn,
cutting across the honking path of a south-bound taxi. As he
straightened the car, changing up the gears, the rear door slammed
closed. He glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the road behind
him was empty. His brain cleared of panic and he turned off the
headlights and held his speed at thirty, driving past the cricket
ground towards the junction with Gascoigne.

‘I didn’t know you had a
gun,’ he said hoarsely, in rapid Cantonese.

He made yet another
right turn while he waited for a reply. Then he looked at the
passenger seat beside him and saw it was empty. Another, closer,
glance in the mirror showed him that there was no one in the back
seat.

‘Oh,
sweet Jesus!’ he hissed in English between clenched teeth. And the
sweat was there again, warm and sticking his underwear to his skin:
dripping off his forehead to blur his vision. At Chatham Road, he
swung left and swooped through the complex interchanges of the
cross-harbour tunnel approach roads.

He drove the car
automatically, the taste of failure dry and bitter in his mouth and
his hands trembling on the wheel. Anger and fear were a mingled
sensation of nausea in his stomach. He got away from the
brightly-lit tunnel approach complex and began to curse in a
mixture of English and Cantonese as he swung the wheel first one
way and then another, entering a maze of dark side streets in the
Hung Horn district. Then, seemingly by fate rather than design, he
found himself driving north on Ma Tau Wei Road, heading in the
direction of his home. The curses became interspersed with sobs and
soon his body was completely gripped by tremors. The nausea
threatened to rise into his throat and spill down his chin. But he
fought against it, channeling all his mental and physical energies
into driving the car.

Images of what had
happened crowded into his brain, struggling with each other to get
to the fore. The policeman in the headlights, the black face of the
building after the shot had sounded, the facade of a police station
he had driven by. But the image which was strongest was not a
reflection of what he had seen, but one which his frightened mind
created and refashioned. Three men standing on a dark pavement
screaming after the speeding Datsun, their terrified faces suddenly
changing expression to show the threat of brutal retribution.

Then he became aware of
his surroundings again. He had by-passed the block in which he
lived and was on Sung Wong Toi Road, alongside the Kai Tak tarmac
where jet engines whined and poured out tangy fumes to pollute the
humid night air. And a memory hit him: a memory associated with the
three faces which frightened him so much. The thud of something
hitting the back seat that had caused the panic action of starting
the car.

He knew now that it had
not been the bulk of a man collapsing on the seat: and he knew what
it must have been. But he had to see for himself and, when a side
street appeared on his left, he turned into it and stopped the car
at the kerb – out of reach of the light from the main road. He
reached over into the back of the car and his exploring hand found
the suitcase. It was heavy to lift over on to the front seat beside
him. He clicked on the car’s interior light and immediately
recognised the battered brown cardboard case Chan had been carrying
when he, Pryor and Carver entered the building off Nathan Road.

It was not locked and
the catches sprang back at a touch when he released them. He
checked the street in both directions, then lifted the lid. He
caught his breath. The banknotes – Hong Kong dollars in five
hundreds and one hundred denominations – were in packets held
together by paper bands.

‘So
much,’ he muttered in Cantonese. ‘A fortune!’

He switched off the
light and allowed the lid of the case to fall back into place. For
a full minute he stared ahead at the dark street, a thousand
thoughts flashing through his mind: not one of them held long
enough to form the basis of a plan of action. Then he snapped the
catches into place, lifted the suitcase and got out of the car. He
closed the door gently and moved back along the street towards the
airport. At the corner, he looked back. Home was across the broad
expanse of business and low-income residential streets which looked
so wide and so desolate at that time of night. But the area was too
empty. The windows of the shops and the apartments and factories
above them stared at him blankly. But, behind their blankness, he
saw a thousand prying eyes which waited to fasten upon his
frightened figure as he turned towards the bright lights of Sung
Wong Toi.

But he could not take
the brightness for long. He made another turn, back into the
ill-lit area. He quickened his pace, but moved quietly, listening
for the heavier tread of others who would not have reason for
stealth. But the dark streets were merely a temporary haven from
the wide, brilliantly-lit main thoroughfares on every side. And the
haven would not remain so for much longer. Already the dark sky was
becoming streaked with grey to the east.

He took a firmer grip
on the suitcase handle and hurried past the entrance to the
resettlement block where he lived. Ma Tau Chung Road appeared in
front of him, a bright slash of dangerous illumination. He started
across it, walking at first, then breaking into a run. On the west
side, a human sound emerged from a shadowed doorway. And he saw
movement. His breath was checked in his lungs and his heart was a
rapid thudding behind his rib cage. Then air rushed from his mouth
and he throttled a stupid giggle of relief as he saw and heard a
bottle roll from the doorway and cross the pavement to drop into
the gutter.

The derelict moaned
again, dreaming of the bottle when it had been full. And Eddie Ling
slipped away into the darkness of Ma Tau Wai, unsure of where he
was going. Knowing only that he had ripped off five million dollars
Hong Kong of company heist money.

 


 



CHAPTER
TWO

 


JOHN STARK CONSIDERED
the Star Ferry a let-down. In fact, he felt the whole British Crown
Colony of Hong Kong was a disappointment from the point-of-view of
a tourist. But, he reminded himself again, he was not a tourist. He
simply felt like one because he had been in the Orient for ten days
with nothing to do except spend the time he had on his hands. Which
was no easy task for a man like Stark.

For, by the twin
accidents of a payroll robbery that had gone wrong and the death of
a girl from an inadvertent overdose of heroin, he had been forced
into the mould of a man of action. Violent and deadly action which
had led the British press into dubbing him The Revenger. Britain
was where it had started, and it should have ended there – in his
native London. For it was the British arm of The Company which had
double-crossed Stark, hooking his girl on hard drugs after he was
the only member of the holdup gang to get caught. He wouldn’t have
talked anyway, but they didn’t trust him: so Carol was pumped full
of H and promised a constant supply for as long as Stark kept his
mouth shut.

Someone got the dosage
wrong and Carol died. The Company busted Stark out of gaol and
tried to make amends. But Stark demanded payment in blood, and he
extracted it. A few big names in The Company’s higher echelon died
the hard way. And that’s where it should have ended. But the
British arm of The Company saw the danger of allowing a renegade to
get up and walk away after making such a devastating attack. Stark
escaped to France – and found there was no escape. The Company was
an international cartel of crime, rivalled only by – and linked to
– the Mafia. A bloody run-in with the French arm of the same
company made it inevitable that there could be only one ending to
the trail of revenge upon which Stark had set out – when he
died.

But, so far, the
slaughter had been entirely one-sided. Across Europe, the
Middle-East, Scandinavia, North, Central and South America: Stark
had been on the run world-wide, hitting The Company wherever it
showed itself, and staying one jump ahead of retribution. And
never, since he was busted out of a prison van on an English
country road an eternity ago, had he gone as long as this without
making violent contact with The Company – or they with him.

At first glance, as he
stood in a patch of sunlight on the upper deck of the ferry boat,
there was no physical sign of the strain his style of living and
killing placed upon him. He was a lean-bodied, loose-limbed
six-footer with a pleasantly handsome face beneath a crown of
thick, black hair worn moderately long. A face with deep-set, clear
blue eyes, well-shaped nose, a gentle, easy-smiling mouth-line and
a strong jaw. A tanned face, burnished by the sun of many
countries, the texture toughened by the less pleasant weather of
colder climes.

But a second, closer,
look at the man revealed the scarring of constant tension.
Primarily, this was visible in the lines that cut deeply into his
skin about the eyes, the nostrils and the corners of the mouth. A
first glance suggested his true age of twenty-eight. The strain
lines added at least another five years. Then there were his eyes:
expressive, but with a constant underlying watchfulness. It was now
eleven days since he had last seen – and killed – a company man.
That had been half a world and a whole ocean away, in Brazil. But
today his eyes were still as alert as ever, as the Star Ferry nosed
away from Kowloon’s Ocean Terminal to thrash across the harbour.
And, although his attitude was one of easy relaxation, there was a
certain indefinable something about the way he held himself:
showing that he was instantly ready to lunge into rapid action or
reaction.

The channel between the
Kowloon peninsula and Hong Kong island was deep blue and as placid
as an inland lake, except where craft, from ocean-going freighters
to tiny sampans, cleaved white wakes upon it. Stark looked at the
sea and tried to tell himself he did not actually feel the way his
mind was trying to dictate to him. He was bored, sure. For the
first time since he had set out on his enforced globetrot, he had
had time to look at local sights other than company men and company
operations. But, to his jaded sense for new environments, Hong Kong
had little of the much-promoted Oriental splendour about it. High
rise apartment blocks and higher rise office blocks; plush
restaurants and hotels; neon lit bars and noisy nightclubs. Signs
in Chinese – these were all that made Hong Kong different from
London, Paris, Stockholm, Vancouver, Rio de Janeiro and every other
city Stark had been.

Not true, of course.
That was just the surface appearance. There were a few million
people of assorted races out there, on either side of the strip of
salt water he was crossing, who made the deep down differences. But
Stark was insufficiently interested to dig. And his mind was trying
to convince him of the true reason for his apathy – which had
nothing to do with being jaded by travel. Stark was simply not
getting a charge out of life – because there was no feeling of
danger and no company men to kill!

When the ferry had
chugged halfway to the Hong Kong island terminal, Stark submitted
to the self-knowledge in his mind: and thus admitted, for the first
time, that he was a compulsive killer. That, even though he had
expended the initial impulse of revenge, he had to keep on
unmasking company evil and doing everything in his power to stamp
it out.

He had really known
this all along, but had merely refused to acknowledge it. Certainly
he had known about it in Brazil, where he had been offered an
unfettered passage to any part of the world. He had not chosen Hong
Kong simply because he wanted to check out the truth of the mystery
of the East and the Oriental splendour bit. Whether sub-consciously
or not, he had named the Colony because it was the kind of place
that was wide open to company exploitation. For The Company traded
in narcotics, prostitution, extortion, large-scale blackmail,
protection, illicit gambling and hot money and goods.

So Stark had come to
Hong Kong, touching down at Kai Tak Airport with a forged passport,
a healthy bankroll and a latent inclination to take on the Hong
Kong arm of The Company. What he didn’t have were the weapons –
hardware and information – with which to follow the inclination. He
also didn’t have the bandito-type moustache which he had grown for
disguise and which had lost its effectiveness after being seen by
so many company men. Not until the short period of self-examination
undertaken on the ferry trip did he know he had had the
inclination.

‘How
can the daughter of a navy commander get seasick on a ferry boat?’
a voice asked.

It was the voice of a
woman and Stark looked to his left to see her. A woman of about
twenty-five or six, unmarried and disengaged if the nakedness of
her third finger left hand was a reliable sign. But she must have
had many offers. Taller than average – about five feet nine – she
had a dress sense that turned her height to advantage. Her slender
body was clothed in a pale blue cotton dress with a discreet
hemline and scooped neck. She wore low-heeled white shoes and still
her legs looked good. She carried a handbag to match the shoes. Her
face was attractive, the blueness of her eyes a shade darker than
Stark’s. They dominated her attractive face, gaining a degree over
her full mouth and pert nose. Her hair was blonde and the shade was
probably natural. Her skin at face, chest, arms and legs was evenly
tanned.

‘And
my mother likes nothing better than going sailing in her dinghy,’
she continued. She was English, her cultured tones sounding as
natural as her hair colouration looked.

‘We
all have our crosses to bear,’ Stark said easily, showing her a
pleasant grin, taking his eyes up and down her body. It was one of
the more interesting sights of Hong Kong and the slipstream caused
by the ferry boat showed it to tempting effect – moulding the thin
fabric to the curves of her small breasts and pressing it against
the tantalising contours of her thighs and the gentle swell at the
base of her stomach.

‘If I
fall down, will you keep me from falling over the side?’ she asked,
lightly, but meaning it.

Stark took a second
look at her face, in profile, and saw that she wasn’t just talking
to make a pick-up. There was a line of white under her tan around
her mouth and her brow was furrowed by a frown of discomfort.

‘Be a
pleasure, darling,’ he said, moving closer to where she stood,
holding the rail so tightly that her knuckles made tiny cracking
sounds. ‘I’ve never saved anyone from drowning before.’

She shook her head, her
shoulder-length hair swaying in front of a face which for a moment
showed a grimace. ‘Nobody ever drowns in the harbour.’ she hissed
through tight-together teeth. ‘There isn’t the time. They’re
poisoned first.’

‘They
say that about the Thames,’ Stark answered. ‘Probably every river
in every big city.’

‘The
Hudson in New York. The Tiber in Rome. The Tagus in Lisbon. The
Elbe in Hamburg.’ She was talking fast, until she ran out of cities
and rivers.

‘You’re a geography teacher?’ Stark guessed lightly.

‘I’m
just talking,’ she replied, screwing her eyes tight shut. ‘Talking
helps take my mind off the way I’m feeling. You brought up the
subject.’

Stark grinned. ‘Brought
up isn’t a good choice of words.’ he said.

The woman blew out her
cheeks and made a wet sound in her throat. But she held the nausea
inside her. She released one hand from the rail and rummaged
frantically in her handbag. She found a pair of dark-lensed,
jewel-framed sunglasses, and hooked them over her ears.

‘Sorry,’ Stark offered. ‘Bad joke. Wouldn’t you be better
sitting down?’

She wrinkled her nose.
‘The body odour’s worse than the stink of the harbour.’

Stark looked over his
shoulder. The lunchtime rush-hour was in full swing. The ferry was
crowded with Chinese, returning to the island side after visiting
Kowloon, or heading for island side to get a break from Kowloon.
Mingled with the Chinese were a great many tourists. Everyone was
sweating because nobody ever got used to high humidity at a
temperature of thirty-five degrees. He glanced over the side and
ahead again.

‘Almost there.’ he reported. ‘When you go back, why don’t you
take a cab through the tunnel?’

She
managed a wan smile as she looked at him. ‘That’s not part of the
therapy. My parents say the only way to conquer mal de mar is on the
water.’

The ferry slid in
alongside the pier.

Stark showed her
another of his personable grins. ‘They sound the kind who still
reckon leeches are good for the fever.’

‘My
legs feel wobbly.’ the woman admitted as the gangplanks were
rattled out to provide bridges to the pier. ‘Would you mind helping
me on to dry land?’

‘No
trouble.’ he told her, and gripped her upper arm as she gave up her
hold on the rail. The bare flesh felt like the coldest thing in
Hong Kong.

A hydrofoil from Macau
thrashed past, rocking the ferry and the floating pier. The woman
stumbled against Stark. As their thighs and hips touched, he felt
himself sexually stirred. He was reminded that he had been celibate
in Hong Kong, and was prepared to admit that maybe this was a
contributory factor to his boredom.

When they were off the
pier and heading with a press of people through the tunnel walkway
beneath Connaught Road Central, the woman seemed capable of moving
unaided. But, when Stark released his grip on her, she linked her
arm through his.

‘I
really was feeling ill, you know.’ she said, after shooting a fast
glance over her shoulder.

‘Am I
arguing?’ he asked.

A shake of her head
sent her hair swaying across in front of her face again. ‘No, but
you might object when I tell you I’m using you.’

‘Other
than as an invalid?’ he asked as they emerged on to Chater
Road.

‘Could
you call a taxi and drive off in it with me?’

‘I
don’t need a taxi, darling. I’ve got a car in the Hilton
multi-storey.’

‘That’s even better. Can I ride with you a little
way?’

‘Even
all the way?’ he said in the same easy tone and wearing the same
easy grin. But, beneath this surface veneer, Stark began to have
doubts about the blue-eyed blonde.

The Company had a
structure similar to a large commercial concern operating within
the law. It was run by executives who formulated the policy and
gave the orders. Mostly, it was the enforcers who took these
orders, to ensure that policies were carried out and operations ran
smoothly. Then there were the undertakers, whose prime purpose was
to keep company operations under wraps – clearing up and burying
any mistakes which could generate police heat. In each of these
stratas, The Company employees were always men. But women played
their part in The Company, too. Under the umbrella term of fun
girls, they were used whenever there was a sexual angle to a job.
Thus, fun girls were prostitutes, call girls, blackmail bait or
clinchers of deals when force was ruled out. They had also been
used, on more than one occasion, in attempts to trap the
Revenger.

‘So
get lost, feller!’ she snapped, jerking her arm away from Stark.
‘Can’t any man ever do a girl a favour without expecting to get
laid in payment?’

Ten days was a long
time in the life of John Stark. It probably seemed even longer to
the multi-national company, who had last suffered from him in
Brazil, from where he had vanished without trace. They wanted to
‘take him out’ – kill him – and would not stop trying until they
had a positively identified body. To assist them in achieving this
ambition, they had a fully documented dossier on him. All the file
lacked was a recent photograph. But it did contain a detailed
physical description and a complete run-down on his character and
habits. Every national arm had a copy of this dossier, and
throughout the world every company employee and informer knew its
contents. And it could be that the girl who had just deflected his
pass had company connections and thought she had struck gold. A lot
of gold, for the ‘bonus money’ – reward – on the head of the
Revenger now stood at one hundred thousand pounds sterling.

‘It’s
not a condition, darling,’ Stark told her flatly. ‘Just an
agreement if that’s what you had in mind to use me for.’

She looked over her
shoulder again. The white line had gone from around her mouth. Her
lips were tightly pursed. She hooked her arm through his once more.
‘I’m not for sale, in favours or any other kind of currency,’ she
told him as they went through the oasis of green vegetation and
sparkling fountains in Statue Square. ‘But if something starts for
me, Fm no prude when it comes to helping it along. Let’s get to
your car, uh?’

Her teeth were as well
formed as everything else about her, and very white against her
tan. She held his arm more tightly as they dodged the traffic on
Des Voeux and maintained her hold when they gained the safety of
the pavement in front of the one-time ultra-modern facade of the
Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank. Stark surveyed the milling crowds
behind them with apparent nonchalance. A mixture now of Chinese,
visiting and residential whites. All looking hot, fraught and
hurried. Impossible to tell, without a clue, which of them the
woman was afraid of.

‘My
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