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The international crime syndicate known as The Company was in terrified disarray. John Stark’s one-man vendetta had blazed a bloody trail of Company corpses across England, France and the Middle East. Next on his murderous agenda was Germany, where the syndicate planned a $5,000,000 deal in stolen paintings. With a beautiful, vindictive woman as his partner, Stark blasts into reckless action.

	But can he trust that sensuous, hate-filled woman not to blast him?

	 


 

	[image: Image]

	 


THE REVENGER 4: THE GOLD-PLATED HEARSE

	By Joseph Hedges

	First Published by Sphere Books in 1974

	Copyright © 1974, 2022 by Terry Harknett

	This electronic edition published June 2023

	Names, characters and incidents in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

	You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by means (electronic, digital, optical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

	This is a Piccadilly Publishing Book

	Text © Piccadilly Publishing

	Series Editor: Ben Bridges

	Published by Arrangement with the Author’s Estate.

	Visit www.piccadillypublishing.org to read more about our books.

	 


 

	Table of Contents

	 

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	About the Author

	 


Chapter One

	 

	CAPTAIN HERMAN BUCHER was a short, pot-bellied man of fifty-two who had been at sea all his working life: which he considered a fine achievement in view of his intense dislike of extremes in temperature. As the green and black taxi transported him through the crowded Lisbon streets from the Praca do Comercio to the café on the Avenida da Liberdade close to the Trans World Airlines building he was not, therefore, content.

	The Portuguese capital was supposed to have a maximum temperature in July of eighty-one degrees but on this Monday afternoon in July the thermometer on the bridge of the City of Dallas was registering in the high nineties as central Portugal entered the third day of a freak heat-wave.

	Bucher had a round, deceptively kindly face with large blue eyes that offered frankness; a mouth that appeared capable of uttering only pleasant words. And there were occasions when his behaviour bore out his benevolent appearance. But such occasions were rare: such behaviour always evidence of an ulterior motive.

	A native of Niebull in the far north of Germany close to the Danish border, Bucher tried to combat the heat by the mental exercise of visualizing the town under a mantle of January snow. But the cab was speeding through the Praca D. Pedro IV in the very heart of a foreign capital basking in harsh sunshine that refused to be ignored: that made the air difficult to breathe; turned fresh clothes into damp, uncomfortable, shapeless rags that clung irritatingly to the skin.

	So he had to resign himself to the discomfort and to be content with fanning his red, glistening face with his white uniform cap. Then, as the driver swung the cab into the curb at the north-west end of the tree-lined Avenida da Liberdade, Bucher smiled. For he could see Ruskin at a pavement table, a half-full glass and a frosted bottle of Sagres in front of him.

	“Boas tardes, Walter,” Bucher greeted as he lowered himself gratefully on to the chair next to Ruskin.

	Ruskin looked up from his reading of Novidades. “You’re late. You want a beer?”

	“I could drink twenty litres of it,” the fat man replied with a sigh, and beckoned to a waiter. “Por favor um copo de cerveja,” he requested in his poor Portuguese.

	Then he looked at Ruskin, envying the man his ability to appear so coolly poised. An American from Kansas City, Ruskin looked as if he might have been born anywhere along the northern coast of the Mediterranean. In fact, his father had been a first generation American, his mother an Italian. He had inherited attractive features from both parents and was slim and handsome, his skin tanned a golden brown to provide a pleasing background for his very white teeth and pale blue eyes. He was forty-two, but tended to appear younger, due mainly to his blond hair which he kept at a constant quarter-inch crop all over his skull.

	He was immaculately dressed in grey worsted trousers, black casual shoes, a white shirt with blue vertical stripes and a sports jacket that picked up the blue of the shirt. There was a sheen of perspiration above his upper lip, but he wiped it away with the back of his hand as he laid the newspaper on the table and lifted the glass to sip his beer. He looked pointedly at his solid-gold wrist-watch, emphasizing his displeasure with Bucher’s tardiness.

	“I don’t go tearing around for anybody in this kind of stinking weather,” the German said harshly.

	Ruskin glanced around, checking that the other patrons of the café were not within earshot. “Not even for the company?” he rasped.

	Bucher licked his thick lips. It was a nervous gesture.

	“A man can only move as fast as his body will allow.”

	Ruskin looked even more handsome when he smiled. Even with the kind of evil smile he showed now. “You ought to work off some of that excess belly you’ve got, Bucher. Then you wouldn’t sweat the way you do.” Ashore, Bucher had to suffer humiliation on account of his shape. Ruskin was not the only offender. He knew there were many women in Hamburg’s St. Pauli district who referred to him as a leaking barrel of salted lard—after he had visited them and paid their fees. On the surface, he accepted the jibes with good nature. But each barbed comment, first- or second-hand, was filed away in his mind until he was back aboard his ship—the two thousand and ninety ton hulk on which he was king. And on the City of Dallas, his authority unquestioned, he unleashed the pent-up bitterness: making his crew pay the price for the sins of others.

	So the captain merely smiled and grasped thirstily for the glass of ice-cold beer the waiter placed before him. He finished half the drink with one swallow and then smacked his lips as Ruskin eyed him with distaste.

	“Did you get something for me this trip?” the American asked as Bucher took off his cap again and began to fan himself.

	The German’s fleshy face seemed to expand as his smile broadened into a grin. He patted his uniform breast pocket. “I’ve got something here, Walter. And you’ve got what it takes to pay the transport?”

	Ruskin made a clicking sound with his tongue against his cheek. “In my hip pocket. How long are you stopping in Lisbon this trip?”

	Bucher sipped his beer, his eyes narrowing to show a predatory glint under the almost hairless lids. “The usual. I sail on the evening tide.” He set his glass down carefully and took from his pocket a long, narrow envelope that had been folded once. “Why?”

	Ruskin took the proffered envelope, put it in the side-pocket of his jacket and slid a roll of Portuguese paper money from his hip pocket. Beneath the cover of the table top, he counted off several notes, then openly handed them to the captain. Bucher pocketed them with no more than a glance.

	The American took a swallow at his pale beer, chewed his lip as he looked at a shapely, dark-haired girl sway along the pavement and spoke without taking his eyes off the rolling hips. “We’ve got a very interested client. This stuff you’ve been bringing in has got him sitting on the edge of his chair. I’m seeing his front man tonight. If he tells me what I’m hoping to hear, there could be a package for you to deliver in Hamburg.”

	The girl’s hips were lost in the crowd and Ruskin looked again at Bucher. He found himself eyeing the bottom of an empty glass that the captain had tilted to his mouth. When the glass was lowered, Bucher was smiling.

	“No problem, Walter. What about payment?”

	“I’ll probably make it personally in Hamburg. Deutsche marks if you like.”

	“I like. This will be the big one?”

	Ruskin nodded, finished his own drink and beckoned the waiter to order two more. “This is it. You’ll get the payment we agreed when we made the deal.”

	Bucher rubbed his hands together and smacked his lips. “I trust the company to honour its word. You’ll let me know the details?”

	“Yeah. I’ll send you a radiogram. And I’ll give you a call tonight to confirm that the show is on the road—after I’ve seen the front man.”

	Bucher nodded, cooler now from the beer and talk of money. “That’s what I like about doing business with the company, Walter,” he said as the two bottles of Sagres were delivered. “They don’t leave anything to chance. Every tiny detail is planned in advance with nothing left to chance. Your health.”

	He raised his glass and sipped at the fresh beer, knowing from the American’s expression of self-assurance that he had pleased him.

	“That’s the art of it. Chance is for the guys who have nothing on the ball or are just plain lazy. The company doesn’t use that kind. Here’s looking at you.”

	The two men sipped their drinks under the hot sun, eyeing the well-dressed women strolling on Lisbon’s most fashionable street: both considering the age-old question about the effect of climatic conditions on female hormones.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	JOHN STARK’S HATRED for the international crime syndicate, known to its employees and the police of many countries as the company, had abated a little. Some of this hate had been used up back in the Lebanese mountains as he watched several company men die and saw four million British pounds’ worth of company-owned diamonds and a bulk load of pure heroin with a similar value impounded by the law. 1 The physical exhaustion of the long, dangerous trek from out of the mountains towards the sea had served to drain his capacity to feel any other emotion but self-pity. Riding in the front passenger seat of the Volvo station wagon beside the beautiful driver invested him with a feeling of relative well-being in which such an ugliness as animosity had no place.

	Many cars had swept by him on the fast road between the winter sports area and Beirut, the drivers ignoring the weary figure attired in the crumpled suit and carrying a battered cardboard suitcase in his left hand while his right was raised, thumb hooked. Stark cursed them at first, then gave it up as he looked down at his stained and dirty suit and rasped a hand over his stubbled jaw. He doubted if he would have stopped to pick up such a dishevelled looking hitchhiker. Which made Laura Harvey a very brave woman.

	The red Volvo had two expensive leather suitcases in the back and two pairs of skis lashed to the roof rack. Water dripped from the doorsill as the car stopped alongside Stark—the last of the high altitude snow melting on the lower ground where the sun was as warm as it was bright.

	“You’ve got to be going to Beirut,” she said as she leaned across and sprang open the passenger door.

	Stark had not had an opportunity to see the car’s number plates. But it was a left-hand drive model. The woman looked and sounded as English as Big Ben.

	“Right,” he replied as he sank gratefully on to the seat and pulled the door closed. The suitcase was bulky, but he rested it on his lap rather than toss it into the back. He looked like the vagrant he was. The suitcase concealed that he was a very rich vagrant. It contained almost fourteen thousand pounds in assorted currencies. Company money.

	The car had automatic transmission. It purred away smoothly and Stark examined the woman surreptitiously. She was a tall, slim, near-blonde in her late twenties. Perhaps she was even thirty, which gave her three years over Stark. Her hair was cut short and hugged her head, which was nicely shaped and decorated with large grey eyes and a full mouth, a petite nose and cheeks which were slightly sucked in. Her jawline was strong. Her skin tone was pale and she wore no makeup. What she did wear was a rollneck sweater in blue and trousers in white. If she wore anything underneath it was a mere token for the sweater outlined hard-nippled breasts and the trousers a promising rise at the base of her flat belly.

	“My name’s Laura Harvey,” she said suddenly. “Mrs. for the time being.”

	He sensed she had been aware of his examination and waited until he was finished before speaking. “Have you heard the name Stark?” he asked.

	She was a nervous driver and kept her eyes on the road and her hands in a copybook grip on the wheel. “Maybe.”

	“Meaning what?” His tone had become tense and she broke a rule to snatch a glance at him. There was confusion in her large eyes.

	“I’ve met a lot of people,” she replied. “Heard about a lot more. Is your name Stark?”

	“John Stark,” he ventured.

	She thought about it and seemed on the point of glancing at him again. But traffic was getting heavier as they neared the coast, driving through verdant countryside. “It suits you at the moment. I’d guess you’re quite handsome under all that grime and the beatnik beard.”

	The term handsome and beatnik made her sound older than she looked. And more strait-laced than her choice of clothes indicated.

	“I don’t want to boast,” he said, and tilted the rear-view mirror so that she could see his grin without breaking her concentration for more than a moment. The expression was meant to imply that he was laughing at himself.

	Her eyes were filled with earnestness. It added a subtle hint of sex to her face: perhaps even a degree of interest. She saw the features of a man of twenty-seven: deep-set clear blue eyes; a mouth-line that suggested he smiled easily and a jaw of aggressive determination. His hair was jet-black, just beginning to lengthen after a close cropping. The stubble on his lean face was not even and she guessed he had been cultivating a bandito-type moustache before he gave up—or was forced by circumstances to give up—shaving. His build she had noted before stopping the car—as near six feet tall as made no difference and on the lean, well-exercised side.

	Once he was cleaned up, she decided, he was just the kind of man she was seeking: if the impulse did not desert her before she got him to the hotel.

	“You’ll do,” she told him, still in earnest.

	Her expression and tone intrigued Stark, who had never found it difficult to attract a willing woman when the need arose. But to be quite literally picked up in the barren wasteland of central Lebanon by a woman as beautiful as Laura Harvey, who was giving more than a mild hint that she was prepared to come on strong ... that was the stuff of which dreams were made.

	Stark wriggled down more comfortably in the seat and closed his eyes against the bright sunlight bouncing off the waxed bonnet and through the tinted windscreen. He thought it would be pleasant to indulge himself in a living dream after the events of the past ... how long? Less than fourteen days. No more certainly, though it seemed a lifetime. For nightmares stretch timer and when they are of the waking kind time becomes meaningless.

	It had started when he agreed to drive the decoy getaway car in a payroll robbery. Not until after he was caught did he discover that the job was sponsored by the company. He was the only member of the gang to be netted by the law and as a new employee he was not trusted to keep his mouth shut. So the company took out insurance for his silence: hooking his girl on heroin and threatening to cut off her supply if Stark squealed. He didn’t squeal and received his reward: the company busted him out of prison. But there was a mistake and Carol died of narcotic overdose. It was the most expensive mistake the company had ever made, in terms of men and materials.

	For it set Stark off on the vengeance trail—turned him from a mere man into what the Press had labelled a revenger. First he killed—or in company parlance, took out—the men responsible for Carol’s death. A few other company men suffered in the process, as well as Europe’s largest undercover drug processing plant, situated in England. 2 Company heat and intensified police interest drove Stark across the Channel and the French arm of the company felt the sharp edge of his desire for revenge, 3 Then island-hopping across the Mediterranean to the climax of another anti-company operation in the Lebanon. Almost every step of the way was marked by the blood of company men, and with each new victim he claimed the further he was committed to continue his vendetta of hate.

	For the company stayed in business behind its false cloak of respectability by stopping and silencing anybody who opposed it. And because of its world-wide connections the company was well-placed to take such action. Fifty thousand pounds sterling was the price on his head—the bonus money—offered to anybody who took out Stark. Or it had been, many deaths ago. Possibly it had gone up now.

	“Do you have anywhere to stay here?” Laura Harvey asked.

	She had halted the Volvo outside the canopied entrance of a multi-storey hotel facing the bay. The sun was a lot lower in the western sky and looked ready to alter its colour to crimson at any moment. Stark realized he had fallen asleep and it worried him. For he had no way of knowing the woman was not with the company. He looked out through the side window of the car—at the uniformed doorman approaching from the plate glass entrance and the late afternoon pedestrians on the pavement. Any of them could be on the payroll or a retainer. Such suspicion was all a part of the waking nightmare.

	“That looks my style if I can get past the desk looking like a tramp.”

	Now that the car was stationary with the engine switched off, she felt able to turn full-face towards him. Her smile was self-deprecating. “I have every intention of becoming one, so let’s put on a united front.”

	There could be only one meaning to what she said and Stark felt as if the sun had suddenly become a lot warmer. It was concentrating its heat on one particularly sensitive spot.

	“We’ll overpower them with our number,” he said, and smiled brightly as the doorman invited him to step out of the car.

	When the man received a full-length view of the new guest, he looked as if he wanted to retract the invitation. But it was too late. Then Laura Harvey climbed stiffly out on the other side and the doorman restored his smile of greeting. It was part of his job to recognize class when he saw it. She had been driving with a handbag on the floor beneath her feet. She swung it jauntily as she came around the front of the car. Her hips and breasts moved just as happily.

	“You’ll have my luggage brought in and the car garaged?”

	The doorman understood English and he nodded enthusiastically as he ushered the couple into the cool cavern of the hotel lobby. The decor was a surprisingly pleasant combination of French and Arab. The furnishing rated it in the first-class category. Up to a dozen loungers in the plush armchairs eyed Laura lasciviously and Stark distastefully, dependent upon their sex or inclination. The smooth desk clerk was familiar with the eccentricities of guests and treated both new arrivals with the same degree of professional warmth.

	Laura had telephoned a reservation in advance for a single room. The clerk seemed very happy about changing it to another room on another floor, which happened to be next to a second vacant single. The woman stayed close to the desk after registering. Stark’s passport was in the name of one Michael Hodder—a company-produced forgery which had been part of his prison break-out plan. Laura noted his change of identity stoically. She also showed no reaction when he refused to allow the porter to carry his suitcase.

	The rooms were on the fifth floor, with balconied windows looking out over the waterfront street to the calm blueness of the Mediterranean. There was no connecting door. He had been inside his own room for under a minute when she came in. She carried a sponge-bag.

	“I packed in a hurry and I may tell you about it later,” she announced, advancing across the threshold but no further. She tossed the bag to where he stood, half turned away from the window. He caught it. “My husband’s instead of mine. There’s a razor in it.”

	She turned and went out, closing the door gently behind her. Stark drew open the mouth of the bag and sure enough there was a razor inside. And a tube of brushless cream, half-used. He went into the blue-tiled bathroom and stripped. When he filled the bath it steamed the mirror along one wall. But by the time he had soaked a great deal of the weariness out of his bones most of the condensation had cleared. He shaved as he sat in the bath.

	“Are you on the run, John-Stark-Michael-Hodder?” Laura Harvey said.

	“Oh, Christ!” Stark muttered as he dragged the razor across the final area of white foam, and gouged out a furrow in the sparse flesh on his jaw.

	Her reflection was fuzzy in the partially fogged mirror. She was leaning nonchalantly against the door jamb, smoking a cigarette and smiling.

	“Modesty?” she posed.

	“No,” he replied, and stood up to prove it, turning to face her, full-frontal. “Bloody anger.”

	She took a towel from the rail and tossed it to him. “Not that I don’t enjoy the view, basically,” she told him. “But I can’t stand wet men. Anger at me?”

	He draped the towel around himself and stepped out of the bath, hooking up the plug chain with a toe. He started to dry himself. “Which question do you want answered first?”

	She shrugged. She was wearing different coloured sweater and trousers, but in the same style. “I don’t like to give orders.”

	“Stark is the real one,” he told her. “Yes, I’m on the run. But not dangerous except to certain people. No, I’m not angry at you. At me. A man on the run shouldn’t take a bath without locking the door. There’s a lot of things he shouldn’t do, or he won’t run far. I’ve been doing a lot of things I shouldn’t do.”

	“You’re tired,” she suggested, backing out into the bedroom as he advanced on her.

	The ever-present suitcase was in his hand, picked up from where he had rested it in the shower cubicle.

	“Excuses are for losers,” he responded. “I think I’m still ahead of the game.”

	“The name of which is?” She crushed out her cigarette in the big glass ashtray on the bed-head table. It placed her provocatively close to the bed, which was a single, but big enough.

	“Winning.”

	“You’re not very communicative, John Stark.”

	“Like you and the reason you packed in such a rush,” he said, continuing to rub himself down with the capacious towel.

	“I talk best to my intimates.”

	The promise he had seen in the car was now an invitation: extended by hungry eyes, slightly parted lips and a gentle thrusting forward of her hips and breasts.

	“I’m dry now,” he told her.

	“That, I don’t believe,” she replied, and extended her arms.

	She was like a nymphomaniac who had tried to give it up for Lent. He allowed the towel to fall to the floor and knocked her hands aside as he approached her. She looked hurt and rejected for a moment, but then began to pant as he hooked his fingers under the ribbing of her sweater and drew it upwards. She raised her arms above her head submissively. He pulled the sweater free and tossed it aside. She did wear a bra, but it was just a wispy strip of something sheer cupped at the right places. It supported the lower halves of her excitingly thrusting breasts and bunched them together. The upper halves were exposed. She turned hurriedly for him to unfasten the clip at her back, and worked on the press studs of her trousers herself. When the bra fell away and he urged her around to face him again her breasts had sagged only fractionally. Her breathing quickened as he clawed his fingers over the waistband of her trousers and eased them down. The panties, which were a set with the bra, slid over her hips as one with the trousers. Her stomach was not quite flat and she sucked it in, emphasizing the bulge of her blonde pubes. Her thighs trembled at the electric touch of his fingers. He felt the heat of her breath on the top of his head. Then on his face as he straightened and used his bare right foot to urge the trousers down to her ankles.

	She kicked free of them, and her slip-on shoes. She was completely naked, except for the broad golden wedding band on the third finger of her left hand.

	Her eyes were hungrier. “I’m not dry.”

	She took hold of one of his hands and pressed it against her stomach, urging it downwards to the moist hair below. Of his own volition, he moved his other hand to cup one of her breasts. The flesh of the cone was firm. The nipple at its crest was hard. She pushed his hand lower, parting her thighs then closing them, trapping him. The flesh of her legs was soft, but her grip was strong. Both her hands were free now and she drew him to her. His hardness stabbed at her thighs and she parted them again, releasing his hand and capturing the throbbing heat of him.

	Stark encircled her in his arms and felt the flesh of her back shudder as he ground his mouth against hers. A moan was trapped in her throat, and burst clear as the kiss ended. They felt the heat of each other’s passion transmitted through the thighs to breasts contact of their naked flesh. They saw the fires of each other’s lust burning in their eyes.

	“Screw me good, John Stark,” she breathed, pressuring backwards against his arms.

	He held on to her, but canted forwards, lowering her crosswise on the bed. Her feet stayed flat on the floor as the smooth columns of her thighs parted to open the entrance for him. He went down on to his knees, then raised himself and thrust forward. She gave a deep-throated moan of pleasure and arched her back. He sank on to her and into her. Her nails bit into his back. His hands clawed over her breasts.

	“It’s wonderful!” she moaned.

	“That’s why the lady is a tramp,” Stark breathed.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	EMILE BOUSSER SAT on a high stool at the bar of the Mediterranean Plaza Hotel and considered the alternatives. It took him a long time to reach his decision for he was a careful man in thought and deed. And after this time had elapsed he reached his decision on the grounds of financial return: most of the decisions he took were on such a basis.

	Bousser decided to tell the company, rather than the police, that Stark was in Beirut. Not only did the company pay better for information, he reflected as he sipped at his Pernod, they also gave payment without making an informant feel as low as a skunk—and as bad-smelling.

	The middle-aged, slightly-built Frenchman had weak eyes and a lot of vanity. He finished the drink and slid off the stool. It was not yet the cocktail hour and he and the two disinterested barmen had the place to themselves. But still he went into the toilet and locked himself into a cubicle before taking out his horn-rimmed spectacles to refer to a pocket diary.

	There were a great many names, addresses and telephone numbers in the small book. Several had been scored out following Stark’s traumatic visit to Lebanon. He studied the names of several company men and women who had so far escaped Stark’s vengeance and settled upon that of Eric Tanner, Club Americano, Phoenicia Street, Beirut. Now that Phillippe Riachi was dead the Middle Eastern arm of the company needed a new top executive and it was rumoured that the Australian, Tanner, was in line. Bousser made a good living out of picking up the right kind of rumours and checking their foundations.

	He had been sun-bathing and watching the bikini-clad girls on the beach when he heard about the trouble in the mountains. The rumours named Stark. Since then, Bousser had not looked at a girl, which was most unusual for this ugly little man who needed sex as much as food and drink. But because he was so ugly he had to buy his sustenance: and the reward on Stark would keep him well supplied for a very long time.

	There was a telephone under a sound-absorbent covering close to the toilet door and he fed it money and dialled the number of the Club Americano. A man answered, full of ill-temper, and told Bousser that Tanner wasn’t available. The little Frenchman believed him, for with Riachi so recently dead the company’s local operations would be in chaos. Tanner would be endeavouring to pick up the pieces.

	“Listen to this and write it down,” Bousser said, his lips brushing the interior of the mouthpiece. He read off the number of the telephone, having to lean very close to do so. “This is Emile Bousser. I’ll be here for fifteen minutes. You tell ... ask Mr. Tanner to telephone me. Very important. It’s about Stark.”

	He broke the connection, cutting across the excited voice of the man at the other end of the line. Then he went back to the bar—a different stool, close to the telephone. He was still the only customer, but the service was slow. He had only just been given his Pernod and paid for it when the telephone shrilled. He knocked over the glass in his haste to duck into the coving and snatch up the receiver.

	“Emile, you’re not so stupid as you are ugly,” Eric Tanner told him coldly. “You know better than to waste my time with useless shit under the present circumstances, right?”

	Tanner had always been a hard man with the words since Bousser had known him. The Frenchman had heard the Australian had also been less than gentle indeed during the old days before he acquired executive status.

	“I know that,” Bousser replied defensively. He guessed Tanner was talking to him from the top floor office suite in the waterfront skyscraper which housed Drake et Cie (Lebanon). For Drake, an extremely profitable multi-national company with oil-drilling and mineral-mining interests was the outwardly respectable front behind which the company operated. It maintained offices in every major capital of the free world, had its shares quoted on the leading stock exchanges and appeared in the same investment portfolios as such groups as Shell, Ford and Unilever. “Have I ever let you down before, Mr. Tanner.”

	“If this is the first, it could also be the last,” the Australian replied with menace.

	Bousser swallowed hard. He cleared his throat. “I have this girl at the Mediterranean Plaza—”

	“A lot of guys have her, if you’re meaning the chambermaid with the big tits.”

	“But it was me she gave the tip to,” Bousser said proudly.

	“You pay her more than every other guy,” Tanner jibed.

	For a man with a lot to do, Tanner was wasting a lot of time with cheap insults. Bousser wondered if it was a sign of the strain.

	“She was talking with some of the other staff here,” the Frenchman hurried on. “A porter happened to mention the arrival of a new guest—a man who looked more suited to sleep in the park than the hotel. An Englishman. They were saying that he probably wouldn’t have got by the doorman, except that he was with Laura Harvey.”

	He paused for effect, and Tanner reacted. “The Laura Harvey?” His surprise travelled along the wire.

	“Right, Mr. Tanner. They’ve taken single rooms next to each other. Fifth floor. Fifty-seven and fifty-eight.”

	Bousser could discern that Tanner was trying to keep the excitement out of his tone as he asked: “You’re betting the scruffy pommy is Stark?”

	Bousser forced another pause, and filled it himself. “He registered under the name of Michael Hodder, Mr. Tanner.”

	Tanner gasped. Everything there was to know about John Stark was on file in the offices of Drake Enterprises Ltd., in London. When he struck out on his international trail of revenge, the salient details from the file had been extracted and circulated world-wide. The fact that he had a passport in the name of Michael Hodder was a very salient detail.

	“You’re in the money, Emile!” Tanner said expansively, and let himself go as far as chuckling. “Not the whole bundle, which is for grabbing him or taking him out. But enough to buy you more pussy than you ever dreamed existed.”

	“You don’t know the extent of my dreams,” Bousser said with a sigh, into a wire which had gone dead as Tanner disconnected.

	The Frenchman hurried out of the bar, across the plush lobby and into the fresh, salty air of night. He needed a drink to replace the one he had spilled, but decided to get it at another bar. A man could get killed in the Mediterranean Plaza.

	 

	Upstairs in room fifty-seven, Stark slept in blissful ignorance of the killing wheels which Emile Bousser had set in motion. He had made love to Laura Harvey twice. Once would have been enough for him, but the woman was as tireless as he was exhausted. And she knew more about arousing a man and keeping him so than Stark would have believed possible had he not been her pupil. Afterwards, she had wanted to talk—to exchange the verbal intimacies during the quiet time following the physical outpourings and receivings.

	She started to talk, but he told her to shut up. His voice was harsh and then he began to
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