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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


  ROANNA GARRIDO EASED the white gossamer-thin briefs over her
flared hips and pushed them down the slender lengths of her legs.
She stepped out of them and straightened to her full height of five
feet ten inches, displaying her now entirely nude body for the
benefit of Raul del Mazo’s eager gaze.


  His dark eyes drank in the exciting loveliness of the woman.
The beautiful face in its frame of jet black hair, and the
smooth-skinned flesh that rose and fell in a physical symphony of
feminine sexuality. Breasts that were neither too large nor too
small, firm and uptilted at the nipples like those of a developing
mid-teenager rather than those of a woman in her late twenties. A
stomach that was just slightly convex between the incurves of her
waist and the swells of her hips. Below, the perfectly-sculptured
columns of her legs; the thighs suggesting strength without
heaviness. And—at the centre of the man’s lusting interest—the luxuriant
growth of dark hair that stood triangular guard upon the very
quintessence of her womanhood.


  ‘I have your word of honour that this will be the last time,
Raul?’ she asked.
Her tone of voice, like the expression which formed her mouth-line
and dulled her eyes, was dispirited.


  But her obvious reluctance to submit, so at odds with the
manner in which she had shamelessly stripped off her clothing, did
not affect the man’s fervent anticipation. He had been naked even before Roanna
had finished removing her top clothes of blouse, skirt and shoes.
And his readiness for her had been blatantly apparent ever since.
It did not slacken by the slightest degree as he indicated the
elongated pile of sacking.


  ‘Have I not already agreed to
that, cariña?’ he
answered, his voice husky with desire for her.


  Roanna looked into his face with its fleshy cheeks quivering
and the lips parted to allow the tip of his tongue to moisten them
in darting motions. She didn’t believe him, but she had reached
the point of no return and she complied without protest to the
command he had issued with an inclination of his head. She stepped
to the side of the heap of sacking and spread her light-olive-toned
body across it. She grimaced—at the feel of the rough texture on
her flesh, at the unpleasant odour of stale chicken-feed emanating
from it, and at the prospect of being violated again by the ugly
Raul del Mazo.


  He was unaware of the expression twisting
Roanna’s
finely-chiselled
features as he lowered himself between her splayed thighs and
guided his thrusting want into the centre of her reluctant body.
For, until they were joined and he cupped the firmness of her
breasts in his calloused palms, his hungry eyes devoured only the
central object of his lust. Then, as he began to drive himself into
her, he closed his eyes and buried his face into the soft crook of
her neck.


  ‘Hold me in the way I enjoy,
cariña,’
he gasped, and spittle spilled from his lips to
run moist and warm over her skin.


  Roanna
shuddered, revolted by the saliva on her neck, the tacky
outpourings of his sweat glands oozing over her body, and at having
to embrace him with her arms and legs. Her face became even more
contorted as her disgust deepened and his thrusting weight and
clawing hands began to cause her pain. The floor beneath the
ineffective cushioning of the sacks began to rise and sink in a
quickening imitation of his motion and Roanna experienced a minimal
emotional uplift. At least it was going to be as it always had
been—Raul del Mazo would expend himself in less than a
minute.


   



  John
Stark rounded the southern end of a rocky ridge, saw the ancient
Dodge truck bouncing on its springs, and powered down into a
crouch. This put him behind a grotesquely-shaped boulder and, as he
peered around the side of it, a broad grin crinkled the sun-tanned
skin of his face.


  ‘Even Mexicans in Mexico do it,’ he muttered softly, then ended the
grin. He was too damn hungry to be good-humoured., he decided.


  It was now a night and a day since he had crashed across the
United States border into the Mexican territory of Baja California,
with the aid of a hijacked San Diego Police Department cruiser and
its, two-man crew. In that time he had climbed high up into the
Sierra Juarez range, slept some, and eaten not at all. But he had
succeeded in evading capture by the Tijuana police and the Federal
cops who had instituted a search for him on their own behalf and at
the request of American law enforcement agencies. Also, whatever
connections the US syndicate had in Mexico had failed to get a line
on him. Likewise, the international crime cartel known as the
Company—his major
enemy because he was on the offensive against this rather than his
defensive attitude in relation to the others—were unaware of where he
was.


  He could not be precisely certain of his position himself. For
he had entered Mexico at a remote border crossing, with the clothes
he wore, forged passport and driving licence, something in excess
of nine thousand US and Canadian dollars, two handguns and a rifle, and shells for
the weapons. No maps. And no first-hand knowledge of Mexican
geography—just a blurred, dimly-remembered image of the country as
depicted in studied-school atlases and on
briefly-glimpsed
maps in airports and other public places. Knowledge only sufficient
to tell him that if he crossed from American California he had to
be at the northern end of the long peninsula of Mexican Baja
California.


  He had crossed a strip of desolate desert terrain under cover
of darkness and begun to climb the rocky foothills of the Sierra
Juarez without knowing the name of the mountain range. He was
content to know that, as dawn broke, the rugged landscape would
shelter him from the direct heat of the broiling sun and provide
cover to hide him from his pursuers. He slept a large part of the
heat-shimmered day, his rest disturbed only twice by the intrusion
of sound. Once, a helicopter buzzed across the northern sky, west
to east and too far off for Stark to see
the markings. Then, four hours later, a twin-engined light aircraft
with Policía insignia made a wide sweep over the foothills.


  Apart
from these incidents, he was left undisturbed until a gnawing
hunger roused him in the early evening. But the sparsely-vegetated
mountains offered nothing for human consumption so he got hungrier
as he waited for the sun to set. Then, when he moved higher into
the foothills, picking his way by the light of a bright moon, the
energy he used sharpened the hunger. ^


  Now he looked down a shale-covered slope to where the rocking
truck was parked at the end of a rough track, and listened to the
hollow rumblings from his pained and empty stomach. Then, less than
thirty seconds after he had realised what was causing the
five-tonner to rock, it became motionless on its sagging
suspension. A few moments later, the tarpaulin-shrouded rear of the vehicle moved
again, but less rhythmically.


  Stark
surveyed the slope immediately between where he was crouched and
where the truck was parked. It offered no cover to conceal his
approach. The treacherous shale would also slide noisily from under
his feet. So he moved fast to his right, carrying the black attache
case which was the sole piece of hand luggage he had brought across
the border. A hundred yards in that direction the shale ended and
an arroyo wound a tortuous course down through scattered boulders.
He went down this way and was on flat ground, level with the truck,
when Raul del Mazo jumped awkwardly from the rear.


  The moon-glow emanated from the east and bathed the area
behind the truck in a sharp, clear light. It showed the man to be
about forty, five-six tall but heavily built, with an expansive
waistline that looked soft. His chest and arms, however, seemed to
be solidly muscled as they stretched the denim shirt he wore. He
had hardly any neck, so that his near-bald head appeared to be
balanced precariously at the centre of his broad shoulders. His
puffy face wore a well-defined expression of self-satisfied contentment.


  He was
ungentle in helping Roanna Garrido to the ground, hurrying her and
then fumbling in his haste to swing up the tail-gate and fix it in
position. Despite his hunger Stark looked long at the woman as she
waited for del Mazo to lock the tail-gate fastenings, and
appreciated why the man had emerged from the truck with a smirk.
She was fully dressed now, but her beautiful face was revealed by
the moonlight and the close fit of her white blouse and mini-length
black skirt did more than merely hint that her body matched up to
her features. Features that showed contempt until the man looked at
her, then became transformed into an expression of sullen
compliance.


  There
was a brief exchange of words before the couple split to move along
each side of the truck to the cab. Such was the surrounding silence
of the hills that Stark could hear every word clearly. But he did
not understand Spanish: from the tone, and the haste with which the
man went to climb behind the wheel, it seemed he was urging her to
be quick.


  Then
Stark himself started to move fast: zig-zagging in a crouch to get
closer to the truck. He had no idea of where the truck would take
him; just that if he could get in the back, he was sure to reach
civilisation of some kind, where there would be food and maybe the
chance to make a fast escape from the search-sensitive border area.
He had covered a quarter of the intervening distance before the
woman slammed the right hand door of the cab. Then the starter
motor began to whirr—and kept on making its raucous sound without
firing the engine, until he flopped down behind some rocks only two
yards away from the invitingly opened flaps at the rear of the
Dodge.


  The tone of the man’s voice, which began to accompany
the weakening sound of the ineffective starter, made it obvious he
was cursing the unresponsive engine. Then the woman started to
speak, rapidly and anxiously. Stark, who claimed to be an expert in
only two fields—guns and motor vehicles—gritted his teeth as the
starter grew even weaker under continuing punishment. But it
wasn’t solely the
mechanic in him that caused him to rise and amble out from behind
the rocks. His prime motive was that a flat battery would put a
decent meal as far out of reach as ever.


  The whirring masked Stark’s footsteps and it was the woman who
saw him first, across the curved back of the man who was leaning
against the steering wheel as he pressed the starter button and
cursed.


  She gasped. Then: ‘Raul,
uno hombre!’


  Stark had seen enough westerns to know what
hombre meant. When the
Mexican hombre stopped murdering the starter motor and snapped his head
around, he looked as if he was watching a horror movie. His cursing
in fear was less vocal than it had been in anger.


  ‘Either of you speak English?’
Stark asked easily, spreading a smile across his
face.


  It was the good looking face of a man in his late twenties.
Even through a heavy growth of stubble and the accumulated
sweat-pasted grime of his more than twenty-four hours of living
rough, del Mazo and Roanna could see this. It had deep-set, clear
blue eyes, unprominent nose and an easy-smiling mouth-line above a jaw with
a slightly aggressive thrust. Following his top lip and drooping to
each side of his mouth was a thicker harvest of whiskers in the
form of a bandito-style moustache. Jet black, like the hair and sideburns which
he wore long.


  He stood
a fraction under six feet tall and his build was lean. His clothing
had suffered from the long walk and being slept in, but still bore
the unmistakable stamp of the expensive. His casual shirt, jacket,
slacks and shoes had worn better than his physical
appearance.


  In his
present easy-going attitude, which quickly dispelled the initial
fear of the man and woman in the Dodge, there was nothing about
John Stark to suggest he was a coldblooded killer.


  ‘Americano?’ del Mazo
asked, raising a weak smile.


  ‘I speak that a little,’
Stark answered, showing more of his even
teeth.


  ‘Sí,’ Roanna
said, feeling better but not smiling. ‘Yes, señor. We
both speak English. He is not an Americano, Raul Ingles Del Mazo nodded his
understanding. ‘You surprised us, señor.’


  He spoke the language with less confidence than the woman,
pausing before some words. ‘This place is many kilometres in the
wilderness. One does not expect to find even Mexicans wandering out
here—especially in the night time.’


  Stark glanced around and nodded. ‘Bad place to break down,
mate. Won’t help
if you kill the battery.’


  ‘You understand about such
things?’ del Mazo asked eagerly. ‘You know of the maquina, señor?’


  ‘I’ve got
motor oil instead of blood in my veins,’ Stark answered, which was
figuratively true. His early working life had been devoted to a
love affair with cars—fixing them and driving them. It was what got
him mixed up with the British arm of the Company. Then the Company
had mixed it with him, to the corporate body’s eternal regret. For when they
killed his girl with an overdose of heroin, John Stark became The
Revenger. And since then, hard-learned lessons had made him as
familiar with guns as with engines—getting them and using them.
Firearms and any other lethal weapons that came to hand as he
sought to destroy the Company whenever and wherever he found traces
of its evil existence.


  Now
though, as he checked the truck had an adequate reserve of fuel and
then started to investigate the ancient diesel power-unit, he
appeared as nothing more than a personable young man anxious to use
what he knew to help others. While he worked on the engine with the
aid of a flashlight del Mazo had given him, the couple stayed
sitting in the cab. He could hear them whispering together in their
native language and knew there was a good chance they could be
discussing the possibility that he was John Stark. For the
newspapers, television and radio were sure to have carried news of
the spectacular border crossing with its attendant
killings.


  But he worked without anxiety. In one pocket of his jacket was
a .357 Combat Magnum. In the other, a .38 Police Special.
Either handgun would be enough to scare the couple into doing what he wanted.
Maybe hurt them a little if it proved necessary. But he
wouldn’t kill
them, for Stark maintained a certain degree of grudging rapport
with the police and public by dealing out death only to those who
operated under the worldwide umbrella of the Company.


  He found
the fault quickly. A plug lead was not making contact and the
engine was too old and had suffered too long to fire with one dead
cylinder. He pressed the lead firmly over the plug and slammed down
the bonnet. The rapid whispering in the cab was immediately
curtailed.


  ‘Try it now, mate,’
he invited. ‘But easy on the
button.’


  Del Mazo
followed the instruction and the weak whirr of the starter motor
was immediately followed by the much louder roar of the engine
bursting into life. He kept his right foot hard on the
pedal.


  ‘Muchas gracias, señor!’ he
yelled above the racing engine. ‘Y
Buenos noches!’


  The happily relieved smile of the man had fooled Stark. He
didn’t realise
what was happening until the gears crashed. Then it was too late.
The big truck lurched away from him at its maximum speed in
reverse. The churning wheels billowed dust up around him and then
the headlights on full beam stabbed a dazzling yellow at him. The
driver had his head stuck out of the window, looking backwards. He
spotted a break in the rocks littering the side of the track and
spun the wheel. The Dodge skewed around, exploding more choking
dust from under its nearly bald tyres. The gears crashed again. The
wheels locked for a moment, then the truck lunged into another
shuddering turn: forward out on to the track.


  Stark cursed and rubbed the grit and dazzle from his eyes. He
plunged a hand into his jacket pocket and wrapped his palm around
the cool metal grip of the Magnum. But he didn’t draw the gun. The Dodge was
already twenty yards away, the gap widening with every moment.
Stark knew he was good, but not good enough to put a hole in a
moving tyre at that kind of range. He did have a weapon to do it
with, but not enough time. For the Japanese, Howa-made A-R 18
5.6mm rifle was
stowed in its disassembled state in the black gun-case, along with
the Super Targetspot telescope.


  ‘The Good Samaritan
Stark,’ he
taunted himself in a rasping tone. ‘The stupid
bastard!’


  It was
obvious he had been spotted for who he was and the couple wanted no
part of him. That was what they had been discussing while he was
working on the engine.


  He spat
dust from his mouth into that which was re-settling on the track,
then grinned coldly as the brake lights of the Dodge splashed vivid
crimson. Beyond this, on the narrow track that did not allow two
vehicles to pass, the beams of another pair of headlights augmented
the pale moonglow.


  ‘Looks like you’re not going to have it away a
second time, hombre!’ he
rasped, and lunged into the rocks.


   





  CHAPTER
TWO


  IT WAS A car that caused del Mazo to slam on his brakes and
skid the Dodge to a halt through the layer of dust. Stark, running
catty-cornered but fast through the rocks, saw it clearly in the
truck’s twitching
headlights: a big, chrome-dripping, yellow cellulose-gleaming
Buick station wagon that came skidding up out of a gully into which
the track turned sharply and disappeared. The
car’s driver
oversteered, by accident or design, so that the Buick came out of
the bend sideways.’It rocked to a halt lengthwise across the track. The
treadless tyres of the Dodge finally took a hold on the
hard-packed dirt
under the dust and its massive front bumper closed to within an
inch of crumpling the car’s door panelling. Both vehicles
stalled.


  The
ensuing silence lasted only a few moments. Then the woman screamed
something, her voice reedy with terror. The man at the wheel of the
truck did some more cursing, then threw open his door and leapt
out. The car driver was only a moment later in leaving the Buick.
Both men ran faster than Stark, one chasing the other. Stark
glimpsed the newcomer as a tall, slimly-built man approaching
middle-age, dressed in a sober-hued business suit and a grey hat.
The hat skimmed off his head as he spurted, reached the lumbering
del Mazo and made a dive, embracing the heavier man around the
waist.


  Stark
reached the rear of the truck and watched as both men went down
hard, del Mazo crying out in a mixture of pain and fear. Then he
heard the other door of the truck open and looked at Roanna as she
half-fell to the ground. Her lovely face was showing deep concern,
but not because of Stark.


  ‘He will kill him!’
she cried. ‘Stop them.’


  ‘Who’ll kill
who?’


  ‘My husband! Por favor! Stop him!’


  Husbands didn’t bring their wives up into desolate mountain hideaways to
make love to them in the backs of trucks. ‘Sorry,
darling,’ Stark
told her, and swung his gaze back to where the two men were rolling
across the rocky slope, flailing their arms and clawing with their
hands. ‘I try not to get involved with people’s marriage
problems.’


  Del Mazo made up in strength what he lacked in speed. He
hauled himself upright, dragging his attacker with him. Then he
flung the man away from him. But fear held him back from a
follow-through. Instead, he whirled and began to run back down the
slope, towards Stark, Roanna and the two vehicles. His fleshy face
quivered and his paunchy belly bounced up and down. He stretched
his arms out in front of him in a gesture which pleaded for help.
Then gaped his mouth to voice an entreaty. But, behind him, the
thin man had risen on to one knee, delved a hand under his jacket,
and brought out a wicked-looking knife. His hawkish features were
as expressive of enraged hatred as del Mazo’s were of helpless terror. Then,
with the fluid smoothness of long practice, the man released the
weapon. It spun, glinting in the moonlight, with great power and
speed.


  Del Mazo
was ten feet from the track when the entire four-inch length of the
blade thudded into his back, left of centre. A scream instead of a
plea was vented from his wide mouth and he crashed down out of the
run. Impetus kept him coming forward even when he was sprawled on
the ground. He came to rest immediately in front of where Stark and
the woman stood, twitched once, and died. A dark stain spread out
from around the darker handle of the knife.


  ‘¡Madre de
Dios!’
Roanna gasped, and crossed herself.


  Stark
ignored her, and met the gaze of her husband. It was obvious he had
been totally withdrawn into his own private world of hatred until
he saw the knife sink into the target. Then his surroundings were
re-established in his cooling mind and, as he rose to his feet, he
became aware of Stark for the first time.


  ‘¿Quien está
tu?’ he asked,
starting down the slope at an easy walk, no longer emotionally
involved with the man he had murdered. He stooped athletically to
pick up his hat, and set it carefully on his head. He brushed
fastidiously at the dust on his suit.


  Roanna snapped her horrified gaze away from the body and a new
fear gripped her when she saw her husband. For a while she could
not speak. The killer crouched beside his victim, pressed a hand
against the small of the dead man’s back and pulled out the knife. The
blade came clear with an obscene sucking sound. As fresh blood
oozed from the now open wound, the killer wiped the blade on an
unstained area of his victim’s denim shirt.


  ‘The truck broke down, Benito,’
the woman was finally able to say, choosing to
speak in English. ‘This man is English. He fixed it for
us.’


  Benito
Garrido kept the knife resting in his open palm as he surveyed
Stark. Stark had the gun-case in his right hand and the flashlight
in the other. But he appeared to submit casually to the cold-eyed
examination while he made one of his own. The fleeting impression
he had received of the running man had been accurate. Early forties
and looking a lot fitter than many men half his age. High forehead,
dark eyes spaced far apart, elevated cheekbones with concave
pockets below. Too small mouth. Clear, clean-shaven skin. The whole
suggesting a sort of suave handsomeness.


  ‘What do you think of what you have just
witnessed, señor?’ he asked
softly.


  Stark had to believe the wife knew who he was. But he decided
to play the innocent for the benefit of her husband. He worked the
personable smile into position on his face. ‘Stranger in a strange
land,’ he said,
and tossed the flashlight into the open window of the
Dodge’s cab. ‘Back
home most people have less drastic means of dealing with
wife-stealers.’ He
shrugged.


  ‘It was a crime of passion, you understand?’ Garrido said.


  ‘Sure.’


  ‘And it is not a custom in England to interfere with the
business of a man and wife?’


  ‘No way, mate.’


  Garrido smiled. It was bleaker than the jagged ridges of the
Sierra Juarez. ‘That is good, señor.’


  The knife was in his right hand. It was his left that lashed
out and he powered his body into a half turn at the same time.
Thus, the backs of his stiff fingers cracked across
Roanna’s cheek
with more force than if he had merely swung his arm. A choked cry
exploded from her mouth as she was sent heavily against the door of
the truck. Her legs gave way and she sat down hard on the running
board.


  ‘El auto!’ he
snarled. ‘Pronto.’ He had the killer look back on his
face as he landed the blow and gave her the order. Then, as she
scrambled to her feet and staggered towards the car, Garrido smiled
at Stark. ‘Lo siento, señor.
Please pardon such behaviour. But to sin in such a way, it takes
two. It is therefore unfair to punish one without the other. May I
offer you a ride?’


  Garrido was overdoing the smooth man-to-man bit. Stark knew
less about Mexicans than he did about Mexico, but it seemed
unlikely—even making allowances for the Latin-American temperament—that murder was
normally treated so lightly. Maybe if the three protagonists had
been simple peons?
But the dead man and the two survivors had all the trappings of
material sophistication. Only their emotions were primitive—and
whose were not?


  ‘Where you going?’ Stark asked.


  The man swung around, put away the knife in some kind of
shoulder sheath, and jerked a thumb towards the ridges serrating
the high eastern horizon. ‘Roanna and I live in a village up there.
It is called Viveros. You look tired and hungry,
señor.
You are a tourist who has bitten off more than he
can chew of my country, no?’


  ‘Haven’t had a
bite of anything for longer than I can remember,’ Stark answered.


  Garrido laughed. ‘Come,’
he invited, ‘I will drive you to my house and
Roanna will cook us both a good meal. And you will spend the night
there.’ He laughed
again. ‘Viveros does not have many things—a hotel among
them.’


  ‘And we both just forget about him?’ Stark suggested evenly, pointing at
del Mazo with his free hand.


  Garrido
wore a confused expression for a moment. Then he shook his head and
delved a hand into his jacket—on the opposite side from where he
carried the knife. Under his casual shell, Stark grew even tenser
as he prepared to go for the Magnum. But it was just an expensive,
tooled-leather wallet which the Mexican pulled out.


  ‘Lo siento,’ he
apologised. ‘We get so few strangers in this area. I always assume
that everyone knows who I am.’
He held out the wallet and allowed it to fall
open. The moonlight revealed a head-and-shoulders colour print of
his wife and a glinting gold badge. ‘I am Captain Benito
Garrido, señor.
Chief of Police of Viveros.’
His laughter sounded more genuine this time. ‘A
very grand title for what I do. The village is very small. But the
job has—how you say?—fringe benefits. I will arrange for one of my men to attend
to this mess.’ He
touched the body with the toe of his patent leather
shoe.


  Stark had been unable to conceal his surprise at the
revelation. But it was a natural reaction and he kept the
expression in place after the feeling had left him. For it was a
good cover for his deepening distrust of the man. If the wife of
the local chief fuzz and her partner in adultery had recognised
him, then surely Garrido had him tagged, too. And was playing him
along because he was armed only with the throwing knife and
wasn’t prepared to
chance it against guns.


  ‘You will be my house guest,
señor?’ the
Mexican asked, ushering Stark towards the Buick where his wife was
sitting in docile and melancholy silence on the front passenger
seat. ‘For tonight, at least. In the morning there is a bus to
Highway Two where you can get fast transport to all the main cities
in Mexico. Or if you wish to continue with the walking, i a
night’s rest will
set you off in fine style.’


  Stark reached a decision. ‘Okay, Captain,’ he agreed. ‘That offer of a decent
meal is too good to turn down.’


  But he
had no intention of turning his back on the man.


  So he went across in front of the truck, climbing along the
bumper, and reached in through the open driver’s door to switch off the lights.
Garrido went to the Buick and got behind the wheel.


  ‘Make life easier for the man you send
out,’ Stark said as he slid on to the big bench seat in the rear of
the station wagon.


  ‘The English are the most practical of
people,’ Garrido answered, then had to work hard turning the big car
around without denting its bumpers on the menacing rocks flanking
the narrow track.


  He
looked alternately backwards and forward, while his wife stared
woodenly ahead, her rigidly-held body swaying with the motion of
the softly-sprung car.


  ‘My wife’s name is Roanna,’ Garrido said conversationally
when he had completed the awkward manoeuvre and was gunning the
Buick through the gully. ‘You did not tell me
yours.’


  Stark’s
forged passport was useless for official purposes, since the name
it bore would be on the rap sheet the American police had given the
Mexican authorities. ‘Joe Jackson,’
he plucked out of thin air.


  ‘Glad to know you,’ Garrido tossed over his shoulder.
‘You came across from the States, señor Jackson.’


  It was the first of many questions the Chief of Police asked
on the long haul up into the mountains. The big
seven-and-a-half
litre car took the climb easily. Stark supplied the required
answers just as easily. For all of them were casual with no
apparent ulterior motive behind them. What he had thought of the
United States? How about his first impressions of Mexico?
Wasn’t it bad luck
England didn’t win
the World Cup again in Mexico? Did it really rain in Britain all
the time?


  Garrido
appeared so deeply interested in these inconsequentials that on
occasions during the thirty kilometre trip to Viveros, Stark almost
forgot the man had just killed another. But then he realised he
should not regard this as strange. For he himself could slaughter a
whole roomful of men—had done so—and when it was over be as cool as
Garrido now was.


  Roanna
remained silent and staring blindly through the windscreen during
the entire trip. Stark, gun-case on his lap, sat wedged in the
angle of the seat back and the door, his right hand draped over the
butt of the Magnum in his pocket.


  The
terrain through which they were driven was a moonscape of barren
rocks, formed into bizarre natural sculptures by the weather. Then
the Buick crested the edge of a plateau, the track widening and the
surface improving to a degree where it could be termed a
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