
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_d1a2180dc409d0064ec3b1c37253e478_sCv8s6_html_32b2e8cd.jpg]



We hope you enjoy
this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can
write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the
authors, helping the books you like reach more people.

 


You can rate this book at your preferred
retailer.


 


[image: tmp_d1a2180dc409d0064ec3b1c37253e478_sCv8s6_html_7b7fe73f.jpg]



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

 


JOSE MARIA VELASQUEZ
Garcia y Moreno had two great passions: women and bulls. The former
was amply satisfied by the stock of flesh passing through The
Company ‘training’ houses set up all over Spain, en route to
northern Europe; the latter by his huge ranch on the plains near
Salamanca.

Sometimes, he recalled
with obscene relish, the two combined. That German girl, the big
blonde one of his people had picked up in Algeciras, was a perfect
example. Down on her luck after hitching south from Hamburg, the
girl had been more than willing to let a friendly Spaniard buy her
dinner and a few drinks. One thing led to another, and she had
ended up sleeping in a decent bed for the first time in four days.
And sharing it with a good-looking man had been no hardship for
her.

What
Irma Shaltz hadn’t known was that her handsome saviour was a
Company employee, one of Moreno’s most trusted recruiting agents.
The last efficiency survey el jefe had
carried out – Moreno was fanatical about business efficiency –
showed that Juan Sanchez was responsible for 30% of the new girls
entering Company employment through the Spanish clearing houses. It
was an admirable record that allowed Juan to get away with the odd
mistake.

Irma had been one. So
far as the German girl was concerned, bed with one man was a fair
proposition; a permanent place in a whorehouse was something else.
She had put that to Moreno in a flood of guttural invective that
left him in no doubt about her meaning, even though he spoke no
German.

So he introduced her to
his specialised training programme. Four hulking ranch hands had
dragged the girl out of his bedroom to the little ring built behind
the house. It was set up as an exact, miniaturised facsimile of a
full-sized bullring, with one important difference: the raised
wooden platform in the centre.

Irma had started
screaming as the men strapped her wrists and ankles to the
platform, spreading her legs wide in a gaping invitation to the
doorway directly opposite.

She had reached the
upper registers of the tonal scale when the bull exploded through
the opening, horns hooking savagely to either side as it blinked in
the sunlight, pawing at the raked sand while small, black eyes cast
round for a target.

Moreno raised some of
the best fighting bulls in Spain, wide-horned killing machines that
brought in tidy sums from the various arena contractors. But
Paquito was his proudest achievement. Paquito was the blackest of
all his bulls and, at nearly four years old, promised to be one of
the biggest. His horns were a good three feet wide on either side
of the heavy head, tapering away to ivory needles that could gut a
man with a single sweep. And Paquito had never been fought. His
value lay in other directions.

Or rather, thought
Moreno, in other directions.

He chuckled,
anticipating the scene to come as he turned to speak to Juan. The
younger man nodded, rising from his seat to stroll over to the
girls staring, wide-eyed, at the drama below. They showed their
varying origins in the colour of their skin and physical makeup.
Dark, sloe-eyed girls from North Africa rubbed shoulders with
heavy-breasted Scandinavians, blonde Germans sat beside
raven-haired Italians, aquiline Greeks chattered with pale British
girls; all shared one thing in common: they were part of Moreno’s
stable. And most had been recruited by Juan.

They stopped their
nervous chatter as the good-looking Spaniard approached. Several
smiled at him, but the majority fell into apprehensive silence,
trying to avoid his liquid brown eyes.

‘You
know why you are here.’ The softness of his voice was belied by the
underlying threat of the words.

‘The
German girl.’ he gestured at Irma, ‘refused to co-operate with us.
I trust you all know better than that. If not, watch and decide
whether you wish to bear the bull.’

Grinning, he returned
to his seat beside Moreno. The Spanish head of The Company’s
operation south of the Pyrenees was lolling back in his chair, his
wet, red tongue flickering over his full lips.

Moreno had spent a long
time, and a great deal of effort, training Paquito to perform as he
did. Not for this bull the afternoon in the sun ended by the
sword’s thrust; Paquito’s carefully-nurtured talent lay in another
direction.

Irma Shalta came close
to screaming her vocal chords loose from her throat as she realised
what that talent was.

Saliva running in long
dribbles from his panting nostrils, the bull trotted across the
sand towards her. He stopped just short of the platform, reddened
eyes studying the writhing figure spread-eagled across the planking.
He lifted his forefeet daintily onto the ramp set before the girl’s
position, and moved slowly upwards.

Irma screamed once as
the great, black body fell across her. Then her eyes rolled,
exposing the whites, and she stopped screaming forever.

‘A
pity,’ murmured Moreno, ‘I had thought the German bitch would last
longer. Still, it keeps Paquito in training.’ He rose to his feet
as the bull withdrew from the ruptured body of the dead girl,
turning obediently towards the exit gate where an ox lowed softly,
calling him back to his stall.

‘It’s an excellent lesson to the others,’ remarked Juan
Sanchez. ‘After this, they should keep in line.’

‘I
hope so.’ Moreno allowed his underling to pull back the chair.
‘They belong on the market, not in the arena. The German girl,’ he
drew a calculator from the pocket of his tailored jacket and
punched buttons, ‘could have made us approximately thirty seven
thousand pounds in eighteen months, less her care and feeding.
Efficiency.’ He turned to face Sanchez. ‘We must think of
efficiency, my dear Juan. Returns against investment, never forget
that.’

‘Of course not, jefe.’ Sanchez bowed his head in
agreement, thinking about the Eurasian girl he had brought in that
morning. He had found her in Cordoba, penniless and wondering where
to go. A smile, a few words and the offer of a lift had brought her
north to the ranch. Now she was sleeping; soon, he anticipated, he
would commence the first step in her recruitment. He grinned at the
promising thought.

Moreno’s voice broke
him out of his reverie. It was one of the worst things about el
jefe, that he would lay on a display such as this afternoon’s, then
drag a man back, with no warning, to the routines of business. It
was one of the reasons why Moreno was a top executive in the ranks
of The Company while Sanchez stayed an underling; well-paid –
remarkably well-paid for his specialised talents – but still a
minion, not a master. It was something Juan Sanchez hoped to change
soon.

For the moment,
however, he jumped to his boss’s command.

‘Come into the study.’ Moreno led the way into the
richly-carpeted hacienda. ‘I want to talk to you.’

The ranch was built in
the old Andalusian style, stark white walls standing up out of the
green cattle plain. It spread around three sides of an angular
U-shape, blue-tiled roofs slanting down to the central courtyard,
overhanging the expensively-floored porch so that the occupants
could find shelter from the dust and sun at any time of the day.
Around the building the flat grazing land spread for miles in every
direction, dotted with the darker shapes of feeding cattle. Heavy
pens built off to one side of the central ranch contained the
latest crop of fighting bulls, the original source of the Moreno
family’s money, now an amusing hobby for one of the most powerful
men in a country ruled by an elite of the wealthy and powerful.

The old man stepped
through a door held open by a white-jacketed houseboy, the bulge
pushing against the cloth beneath his left armpit striking an
incongruous note with the other suave surroundings.

Wall to distant wall,
the study was carpeted with a rug that shone bright in the sun.
Moreno had once told Juan that it was Chinese, hand-woven and worth
around eighty thousand dollars, American. He wiped his feet on it
as thought it were a piece of cheap cloth. Juan followed him in,
carefully scuffing his soles on the smooth glaze of the patio.

Moreno walked across to
bar that occupied the whole of one big wall, the wood gleaming with
the deep glow of very old, matured teak, and lifted two glasses
from the shelf behind.

‘Fundador?’ For all his wealth, Moreno had never lost his
taste for the rough Spanish brandy the peasants drank.

He poured two big
measures into faceted crystal balloons without waiting for a reply:
questions were mere courtesies to Jose Moreno; if fundador was good
enough for him, it was probably too good for his employees.

Sanchez accepted the
glass with a subservient smile that hid his real feelings.

‘So,’ Moreno swirled the dark liquid around the brandy
snifter, ‘we shall talk about our problem?’

‘Problem?’ Juan was abruptly nervous. ‘What problem? The
German girl?’

‘No, no, no.’ Moreno shook a head of
grey-white hair in negative response, staring dolefully at his
second-in-command. ‘She was simply a little practice for Paquito to keep his hand, so to speak, in
practice. No, Juan, we have greater problems.’

Juan sipped on the
fiery brandy, waiting for the old man to speak, wondering what was
coming.

‘I
believe that a man may be visiting us soon.’ Moreno topped up his
glass, staring moodily at the amber liquid. ‘A man who could cause
us trouble.’

Sanchez looked up. The
Spanish operation of The Company was responsible for the bulk of
the prostitution traffic into Europe, and more than once he had
been required to break in an unwilling boy; often enough to have
given him a taste for that side of the bed as a change from the
endless diet of females. Moreno caught his eye, recognizing the
expression on his face, and shook his head.

‘No,
Juan, not that kind of trouble.’

He knew about Sanchez’s
bi-sexuality and tolerated it as one puts up with a minor failing
in a useful employee. He was twice Juan’s age and raised on the
principle of machismo; the younger man’s taste for boys was
unpleasant, but useful. The Spanish operation was no more choosy
than any other branch of The Company’s hydra-headed organisation:
money was the prime factor, how it was made represented only a
minor consideration. For this reason, Juan’s gargantuan sexual
appetite and easy going manner were valuable assets; how he would
shape up to the problem Moreno anticipated was something else.

‘The
man is called Stark. John Stark.’

The afternoon was
suddenly cooler, and quieter, so that Sanchez’s abrupt inhalation
sounded very loud.

‘Stark? The Revenger?’ He poured himself a stiff measure of
brandy before turning back to face his boss.

‘Yes,’ Moreno nodded thoughtfully, ‘he has, it seems, left
Hong Kong after fomenting his customary trouble.’

‘But
why here?’ Sanchez’s nervousness was evidenced by the way he
interrupted – normally, he would have waited for the other man to
finish before speaking.

‘Why
not?’ Moreno overlooked the gaffe in protocol. John Stark was bad
enough news to anyone in The Company’s employ to permit an error in
courtesy. ‘He is hardly likely to risk returning to Scandinavia.
Nor would the French police welcome him. The same reservations must
apply in equal measure in the Americas, so why not
here?’

‘But
it’s so far.’ The way Sanchez said it, it was hope rather than
logic. ‘Surely he’ll stay in the East, head for Japan or
Singapore.’

‘Possibly.’ Moreno studied his glass, adjusting the knot of
his Gucci tie as though lost in thought. ‘Perhaps I become a
pessimist in my old age, but Stark has never, to my knowledge,
visited Spain, and I have a strange feeling – a premonition, if you
like – that he will come here.’

The last time the old
man had a premonition, Sanchez recalled, three regional Company
executives had been quietly garrotted for plotting a take-over.
No-one else suspected them, but somehow Moreno knew. And took the
necessary steps. If he had a similar hunch now his lieutenant was
going to listen to it.

‘Stark is an unpredictable man,’ continued
Moreno, ‘there is no telling where he might turn up, but I suspect
that he will head west. The Far East is well covered, and things
will be hot for him there. He could easily take a flight out of
Hong Kong and land in Europe as a tourist.’ He held out his glass, waiting
for Sanchez to refill it. ‘And tell me, Juan, where do most
tourists go in the summer?’

‘Spain.’ muttered Sanchez, swallowing
hard.

‘Exactly.’ Moreno smiled, as though he
relished the prospect of pitting his organisation against the
lethal skill of The Revenger. ‘So we must institute a watch on all
the major airports. See to it, Juan.’

Sanchez recognised the
note of dismissal in the old man’s voice and finished his drink in
a hurry, turning on his heel to cross the study, walking swiftly to
his own quarters.

In
his room, he pulled a large scale map of Spain from the bookshelf
where it rested between an illegally translated copy of
Blown and a folder of obscene photographs,
and settled down to work out a rough plan. He knew Moreno well
enough to realise that he had been given full charge of the
operation; if The Revenger did land in Spain, it was Juan Sanchez’s
head that rested on the block of Moreno’s displeasure should
anything go wrong. He poured himself a stiff measure of brandy and
began to study the map.

A man could enter the
country by any one of a myriad different routes, from the frontier
post at Port Bou to the border with Gibraltar: it was impossible to
cover every point effectively. Sanchez sighed and reached for a
felt-tipped red pen. First, he decided, he had to assume The
Revenger would arrive by air; he ringed the airports, from the tiny
strip at Santiago de la Compostela to the international field at
Barcelona. Then he studied the red circles covering the map like
sores on an over-used whore. Not the smaller fields, he thought,
unless the man changed flights en route, for they mostly catered
for internal air services. And most likely not the western or
central airports. Someone wishing to slip unnoticed into a hostile
country would look for cover, crowds, the bustle of a big city.

Sanchez glanced at the
calendar pinned to the wall, letting his eyes dwell for a moment on
the breasts of the blonde girl heralding the month of July. The
tourist season was in full swing, the eastern coastline already
gaudy with tents and caravans, jammed with package tourists. That
would be it – must be – for an Englishman would fade from view
amongst the arriving crowds of his fellow countrymen.

Sanchez selected a
green pen and drew careful rings around Almeria, Valencia,
Barcelona and Gerona. When he was finished, he reached over to the
filing cabinet beside his desk and took out a leather-bound address
book. Checking the numbers as he went, he placed calls to The
Company operatives in the four cities marked with green ink, then,
while he waited for the telephone to ring, he composed a message to
the executives responsible for the remaining towns offering entry
points to Spain.

It was a brief note
that simply warned the local chiefs to watch the airports and
border crossings for a tall Englishman, dark-haired and blue-eyed.
Possibly armed and certainly dangerous.

Then Sanchez sat back,
thinking about the Eurasian girl in the bedroom behind him.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


THE STEWARDESS SERVING
the passengers at the rear of the Boeing 727 was intrigued by the
man sitting alone in the last row. He had come on board just before
they took off from Hong Kong, clutching his tickets in one hand and
a small holdall in the other. The cargo bay of the aircraft was
loaded and sealed, so the man was travelling with no more than he
carried. In itself, that was odd, for most passengers making the
flight to Barcelona had at least one suitcase; odder still, was his
attitude towards her. She was long used to fending off the advances
of amorous businessmen looking to cash in on the legend of the
promiscuous air hostess, but this one, the thought was tinged with
regret, had remained politely impersonal throughout the flight.

Leaning back in his
seat, John Stark grinned faintly as he caught her glance. He had
known when she brought him his first drink that he could score if
he wanted. A few casual remarks had ascertained that her stop-over
in Barcelona was limited to twenty-four hours in one of the hotels
rented by Iberia Airlines: The Revenger needed a more permanent
base. Equally, the girl could place him as a passenger from Hong
Kong, and attractive though she was, he preferred to sever all
links with the colony.

Maria Ortega, she had
made sure he got her name and the address of her hotel,
misunderstood the grin and came down the aisle. Displaying a smile
that was a whole lot warmer than the practised grimace favoured by
stewardesses all over the world, she leaned over his seat.

Stark looked up, noting
the way her breasts filled out the white blouse, now one button
looser than airline regulations specified, and smiled.

‘How
long before we land?”

Piqued, Maria pulled her cleavage back from Stark’s frank
gaze. ‘About an hour, señor Richardson.’

She turned brusquely
away and glided back up the aisle, leaving Stark with a memory of
seductive scent and gently undulating hips. He watched her go,
regretting that he couldn’t afford to get involved; she promised an
exciting welcome to Spain.

‘Hell.’ he murmured to himself, ‘it’s not worth it. A one
night stand could mean a long stay. In a Company
coffin.’

He closed his eyes,
dozing as he thought about Maria and the invitation of those long
legs and languid eyes. He stayed that way until the pilot
interrupted his thoughts with the announcement that they would be
landing in twenty minutes at Barcelona airport, and would
passengers please fasten their seat belts and refrain from smoking
until the aircraft was stationary. Stark stretched, feeling the
cramp of long hours spent in a sitting position, and clicked his
belt across his thighs.

As usual, the landing
took longer than the pilot said and it was a good thirty-five
minutes later that the jets went into reverse thrust, screaming
madly as the aircraft rolled to a halt.

Outside, a light rain
was falling, sleeking the landing strip a glossy black and hurrying
the travellers over the tarmac to the International Arrivals
building. Stark let his fellow passengers crowd the aisle before
unwinding from his seat and walking, head ducked under the low
ceiling, to the exit. He grinned as he passed Maria, murmuring his
thanks for a pleasant flight as the girl bade him a stoney
farewell, then he ran for shelter.

The queue snaking past
the check-in desk was thankfully short and it went through fast,
the sleepy-eyed official giving only a cursory glance at the
variety of passports thrust beneath his nose. Stark’s was made out
in the name of Jeffrey Richardson, and the forged stamps passed
inspection without comment.

The customs desk was
something else. The tail-end of an earlier flight was shuffling by
the long benches manned by grey-uniformed men with guns on their
Sam Browne belts as the arrivals from Hong Kong gathered around the
baggage dispensers, and Stark fell into step behind a fat German.
He had noticed the array of cameras the man had strong around his
neck, and hoped to ride through easily when the customs official
got bored with stripping down the Leicas.

It worked pretty much
as he anticipated: the Spaniard emptied three of the German’s
suitcases, extracted a fine for one of the cameras, and waved Stark
through with a bored flick of his wrist.

On the far side of the
electric doors the airport opened out onto an impressive concourse,
jammed with holidaymakers. Stark shouldered his way through the
crowd, staying close to the German until the man joined a waiting
group and began to talk loudly about, he supposed, the attitude of
Spanish officials. Stark lingered a while on the edge of the group,
casually studying the people thronging the big hall.

He recognised the
Guardia Civil by their black plastic hats and the submachine guns
they carried. The casual loafers watching from over the tops of
newspapers gave him more cause for concern. He spotted three, loose
summer shirts bulking a little too solid around their waistlines
and beneath their armpits, their indifference just a fraction too
studied. Most of all, though, it was their eyes and harsh faces
that tipped him off: there was always an aura of violence around a
Company enforcer that gave him away to a man as used to killing
them as The Revenger.

He wondered if they had
noticed him and began to drift with the crowd, away from the
arrival bay.

Near the main doors he
saw a group of British tourists standing like lost sheep as they
waited for a courier. An elderly woman struggled by, doing her best
to carry two heavy cases and control a howling child at the same
time. Stark fell into step beside her, smiling pleasantly as he
reached for a case.

‘You
seem to be having some trouble.’ He took the weight of the bag.
‘Can I help you?’

The
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