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Stark came to Scandinavia looking for a man.

He was hunting for revenge. This man was his next target. But
the Company had a different idea—trap Revenger John Stark in a
miasma of sex, then kill him: shoot him again and again.

Stark faces his most nightmarish vengeance yet. Stalked by
police on one flank and hired killers on the other, he must do his
killing at whatever chance he can get. And in a chill world of blue
movies and relentless mobsters, his only fuel is a lust for
blood—Company blood.

The chance to spill it is a chance he’ll take, whatever the
pain or the cost!
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Chapter One

 


THE SMALL IN-SHORE fishing boat was named Spit of Skaw after that wild and
deserted area of Jutland’s northern tip where the Skaggerak meets
the Kattegat and the water turns white with crashing fury. But she
was a long way from there now, crossing a strip of sea which was as
unruffled as a Copenhagen canal. But Lars Dinesen knew it was a
calm before a storm. Overhead the sky was low with the weight of
slick, black clouds that compressed the humid air against the
Fehmarnbelt and made it difficult to breathe. As he held the wheel
in a light grip, maintaining a steady course from a quiet beach
west of German Putt-garden to an empty stretch of coast east of
Danish Rødbyhavn, Lars thought about Skagen, the village out on the
Spit where he had been born and where Poul and Britt had also come
into the world.

But thoughts
of Britt were painful and he tried to concentrate upon some other
aspect of his life which would not lead towards memories of his
daughter. It was not easy, though, for in the sixty-three years he
had lived, Lars had striven for and achieved little that was
memorable unless it was concerned with his family. He looked his
age, and more. His build was small, but in the old days his compact
body had commanded a great deal of strength. Lately, though, the
shoulders had become stooped and the knots of muscle had softened
to slack swells of fat. Even the face had changed. Mainly, the
brightness had gone out of the blue eyes and the gentle mouthline
had lost its ability to smile readily: instead it expressed an
almost constant sourness. The sparseness of the grey, once-blond,
hair? That, too, he had to acknowledge. For the sudden acceleration
towards baldness could be traced back directly to the trauma of
Britt’s betrayal.

Britt again! A
low groan escaped his compressed lips and he sensed Poul’s eyes
swinging towards him from the far side of the cockpit. But he did
not meet his son’s gaze: instead, forced his mind to become a blank
as he stared ahead at the faint line of white which marked the
coastline of Lolland where the waves were breaking. The tide
slapping against the beach was almost the only contrast with black
upon black which shaded the moonless night.

Poul Dinesen
saw another as he looked away from his father to scan the sea at
port, starboard and astern of the unlit boat. It, too, was provided
by disturbed water, as the single screw of the craft splayed out a
bubbling wake. The man sitting relaxed on the transom was a dark
silhouette against the foam.

“Another ten minutes,” Poul said, his English guttural with a
Danish accent.

The man nodded
in acknowledgement and his teeth provided a much smaller area of
white against dark as he smiled. Poul touched his father’s sunken
shoulder and leaned close as the withered face was turned towards
him.

“It is going to be all right, papa,” he said in Danish,
pronouncing the words with slow precision as if to ensure they
could be heard above the low rumble of the smooth-running
diesel.

The old man
nodded, seeing in his son a replica of himself when he had been
thirty-five. The boy—did he always think of him so because Poul had
never married?—was a foot taller, but that was the only
discrepancy. It was the same handsome high forehead, thrusting jaw,
bright blue eyes and thick blond hair. The same broad shoulders,
swelling chest and narrow waist. Lars had smiled a great deal more
than Poul when he was in his mid-thirties, but the old man sadly
made allowances. He had been from a one-child family. There had
been no beautiful young sister like Britt to love and lose.

Again! His
mind refused to be controlled: constantly thrust forward her name
and her image to torment him.

There was no inarticulate vocal expression of his frustration
this time, but Poul had only to see the bitter lines of his
father’s profile to know the old man’s anguish. He would have been
aware of it even if he could not see the physical manifestation of
mental hurt. For it was only natural that thoughts of Britt should
crowd his father’s mind more vividly than usual, because of the
passenger perched casually on the transom. Poul had been doing a
great deal of thinking about her himself as the Spit of Skaw ploughed across the
Fehmarnbelt. But he was less inclined to think negatively, for he
had more faith in their passenger than did his father. The damage
had been done, of course, but Poul had not yet reached an age when
a man learns that the sweetness of revenge can quickly curdle and
become sour.

Lars throttled
back to half-speed as he brought the boat to within three hundred
metres of where the white line of gently breaking waves showed the
start of the shingle beach. Although dull with sadness, his eyes
were nonetheless alert, raking from as far as he could see in the
dark east to the faint dome of reflected light bouncing off the low
sky above Rødbyhavn in the west. Then he concentrated on the area
immediately ahead, where he intended to nudge the raked prow of the
boat against the shore. Behind the beach the derelict buildings of
a disused sugar beet farm provided the only features to break up
the flat monotony of the Lolland land line. If there were to be
trouble, it would be lurking within the fire-blackened shells of
the old buildings. Not that there was any tangible reason to expect
danger—beyond the fact that the young man who had now risen from
his seat and was standing in the stern had developed the
unfortunate ability of attracting blood-chilling violence wherever
he went

Lars looked
back at the young man, then at his son. In the young man, he sensed
something of his own mood. A prickling of the indefinable
sixth-sense with which some are blessed: almost an invisible
emanation which is transmitted like radar beams, susceptible to the
slightest sign that something is wrong.

“It will be best to go in quickly, papa,” Poul advised with
careful enunciation. He swung around. “Do you not agree?” This in
English.

The man at the
stern shrugged. “If there’s anybody there, we’ve already been
spotted,” he replied.

“That is right.”

Poul was a
practical man with no instincts outside the normal. He saw
situations clearly and acted upon them dogmatically. He nodded
curtly to his father and gave a low grunt of satisfaction when Lars
opened up the throttle again and the boat shuddered with tired
power. The ancient diesel was well maintained and did not make a
great deal of noise.

To Poul it
meant nothing. To Lars, the rumble sounded like the constant
thunder of the summer storm to come. The passenger discounted the
noise. Despite the dark of the night, if somebody were watching
from the shore, the moving bulk of the boat would be in view and so
the sound of its progress was immaterial. He knew nothing of Lars
Dinesen’s war record: of the five years of resistance fighting that
had honed the Dane’s instincts for self-preservation to the same
degree of sharpness as his own. He thought the old man was merely
nervous. His son, Poul? He had too much self-assurance to
experience fear—unless it stared him in his handsome face and then
he would react as if he were immortal. The man was a fool.

The strip of
water between boat and prow and shore narrowed from three, to two,
to one hundred metres and still nothing showed on the edge of the
island except the waves breaking on the shingle. The eyes of each
man aboard tried to probe through the solid walls of the burned out
buildings, for there was no other place to hide. Lars throttled
back, then cut the engine to abrupt silence. The gentle rush of
water against the beach sounded very loud on first hearing. The
hiss of the boat’s hull sliding towards the shore competed with
it.

The passenger was struck by the thought that it was a stupid
place to make for. The old buildings offered no cover for the boat
yet comprised the ideal hiding place for somebody waiting on the
shore. But he dismissed the criticism as irrelevant at this late
stage. The Spit of Skaw
was Lars’ boat in name only. Poul was the skipper
and gave the orders. This crossing of the Fehmarnbelt was made
fairly regularly and because the boat had never yet been stopped by
German or Danish excisemen—her cargo of contraband diamonds always
landed safely—Poul would be convinced it was a safe route for all
time. That was the way his mind would work, the passenger
knew.

The keel
scraped bottom with a subdued crunching sound. Four pairs of car
headlights on high beam stabbed towards the boat with shocking
brilliance. Then, abruptly, as Poul gave a bellow of rage, an even
brighter light exploded. There was a sharp report, a hissing sound
and then, as the boat’s prow thudded against and sank into the
shingle, an intense, dazzlingly luminous area on the foredeck.

As Lars and
Poul Dinesen turned away from the painful crimson harshness of the
glowing distress flare a temporary blindness veiled their vision.
They did not see their passenger tip backwards over the transom.
The deafeningly loud burst of automatic rifle fire masked the
splash of his bulk hitting the water.

“You will all get off the boat!” a man shouted from behind the
barrage of blazing lights as the gunfire was curtailed.

Poul had dived
low into the cockpit the moment the windshield shattered with the
first bullet, dragging his terrified father down with him. He
blinked several times, very rapidly, and discovered he could see
again. The flare spluttered and hissed, its ghastly blood-coloured
light diminishing and brightening by turns. Poul saw that the
passenger was no longer in the stern and felt sure he had been hit
by the spray of bullets. He knew he was unhurt and quickly raked
his eyes over the trembling form of his father. The old man was
moaning through chattering teeth, but it was from shock assaulting
his mind rather than lead puncturing his body.

“Do you hear me?” the man behind the light
demanded.

Poul made a
snap decision. It was not in his nature to do this but a man had to
improvise when circumstances were taken outside his control. “Do
not shoot anymore!” he yelled. “My father and I will do as you
ask.”

“Show yourselves!”

The flare
spluttered once more and went out. Sprawled out in the cockpit,
Poul felt a surge of hope. The headlights were dimmer and he was
sure they were more distant as the boat drifted away from shore on
an ebb tide.

But, even as
he pressed himself and his father tight to the decking, his tidy
mind flipped forward the fact that the tide was incoming. The car
lights only appeared less brilliant in contrast to the vivid
intensity of the flare. Then he felt cold water under his
sweat-sticky palms and knew there was no chance of escape: even if
he could manage to start the engine and throw the screw into
reverse. The boat had been holed at least once below the
waterline.

“All right!”

His father’s
mouth kept opening and closing, but only harsh grunts and moans
sounded in his throat. He struggled for a few moments, but then
submitted to the vastly superior strength of his son. He screwed
his eyes tight shut against the dazzling lights from the cars, as
bright as they had been at first now that the red brilliance of the
flare had faded from the retina into the memory.

“Come ashore!”

Water was
sloshing in the cockpit now, as the boat rose and fell sluggishly
on the breaking waves. Poul shaded his eyes with his free hand as
he helped his father up on to deck and then led him forward. The
old man stumbled often as his fear threatened to drain every ounce
of meagre strength from his legs. But his son continued to support
him. He thought he was falling a hundred metres when the pressure
of Poul’s arm forced him off the foredeck. But he was in mid-air
for less than a metre-and-a-half and then his boots crunched into
the wet shingle. Poul lost his grip and Lars pitched forward, his
arms falling. Poul threw himself erect to maintain his balance,
then began to stoop to help up his father.

The automatic
rifle ripped noise and death through the humid heat of the night
air. The barrel of the weapon swung almost imperceptibly from left
to right and back again, canting slightly upwards at the end of
each rake. Poul was hit first in the hip and then, as the impact of
the bullets turned him, the next swing of the barrel thudded lead
into his higher abdomen. The third sweep blasted five holes across
his chest as he was flung backwards against the boat. He sank down
on to his knees and toppled sideways into the foam of the breaking
waves, blood trailing from his many wounds to tint the water from
white to red.

Wanting to
die, because there was now nothing left to live for, Lars recalled
the strength of his younger days and used it to transmute mental
desire into physical action. He looked at his son and knew the boy
was dead. Then he thrust upright, turned his back to the probing
lights and ran into the sea.

The rapid fire
burst through the night again and he knotted the muscles of his
back in preparation for the thudding, tearing entry of bullets. But
the barrel had dipped low and searing pain erupted in his lower
legs. The impact of the bullets into his flesh, smashing the bone
at calves and ankles, was forceful enough to flip his feet forward
so that he thudded down to the shingle on his back. Only the heels
of his boots touched water, until a breaking wave hissed up to his
knees. The water receded, diluting the blood of the father to mix
it with that of the son.

Running feet
crunched the shingle and Lars thrust his arms upwards, hands
clawed. But the sky was not low enough. And anyway, he admitted to
himself, a man could not take a handhold on insubstantial cloud.
The pain came in waves like the sea, washing over his entire body
in time with the salt water which by turns immersed and then
receded from his shattered legs. He allowed his arms to fall limply
to his sides and then the unhelpful sky was blotted out by the
towering figures of men. His eyes snapped closed by reflex action
as the muzzles of two M6 rifles were thrust into his face. One of
them was hot from firing and singed the lashes guarding his right
eye. The other seemed cold enough to freeze the sweat on his left
eyelid.

“The young one isn’t Stark!” a man rasped harshly, and
suddenly the heads of all ten men swung to examine the upturned
face of Poul Dinesen bobbing in water pink-tinted by his father’s
flowing blood.

“This broke-down old bastard ain’t him, that’s for sure!” one
of the men resting a rifle muzzle against Lars’ eye retorted. “Take
him out, Niels?”

“No!” the single word was like an isolated rifle shot. It
startled the man who had made the suggestion and the gun muzzle
jabbed painfully against Lars’ eye. “Check the boat!”

Four men, one armed with a flare pistol and the others with
Colt .38s, scrambled aboard the Spit of
Skaw, hardly moving amid the white water
now as she filled with sea through the splintered holes blasted in
the hull by the rifle fire. It didn’t take long to search the boat.
There was just the fish hold aft, the cramped cockpit and the even
more restricted single berth and heads below the foredeck. The men
on the beach waited impatiently, the one called Niels staring
fixedly at the boat while the others swung their attention back and
forth between him and the searchers.

Thus was John
Stark able to wade the final few metres with his head above water,
mouth held wide to suck in the hot air of the summer night. He had
started to power himself into a backward flip over the stern of the
boat a fraction of a second before the headlight beams stabbed a
splay of brilliance through the night. He cut it fine sensing the
danger, but the sliver of time he gained was vitally important.
For, even as the eyes of the men behind the lights adjusted and
focused, his feet went out of sight below the stern. The shelving
of the seabed off the beach was gentle and his rump smacked into
it. He had taken a gulp of air just before plunging into the sea
but the impact and shock of the water’s coldness forced a lot of it
out through his compressed lips. But the chatter of automatic fire
and thud of bullets into the hull warned him to stay beneath the
surface. Rolling over on to his belly wasn’t easy as the ebb and
flow of each breaking wave tugged at his waterlogged clothes. And
he had only one hand free to claw at the sharp shingle. The fingers
of his left hand were fastened in a tight grip around the neck of a
polythene bag. Inside was a very un-waterproof cardboard suitcase.
The bag had air in it, as well, and as he began to crawl along a
course he hoped was parallel with the shoreline, its buoyancy
threatened to force him to the surface.

At first, the
mere fact of being underwater masked all sounds from the beach and
boat. Then, as lack of fresh air took its toll, an angry roaring
sound raced around in his head and he could not even hear the hiss
of water past his ears. But his water-blurred vision continued to
show the diminishing glow of the blazing headlights. And even after
there was nothing but darkness, he stayed submerged for long
seconds, clawing his way along the seabed. Not until he sensed that
unconsciousness would be the result of more time without air did he
roll on to his back and break surface with his face. The roaring
continued to blot out all other sound, until the automatic rifle
fire penetrated his punished eardrums. He knew it was not aimed at
him and he gulped air into his lungs, staring at the slick black
undersides of the clouds. Another explosion of gunfire urged him
down into the water again and he stayed on his back, using his
heels to pressure him farther away from the boat.

Outside the
range of the car headlights, he did not go so far or so fast this
time, before coming up for more air. And now, less exhausted, he
raised his head high enough to look back. He saw the men clustering
around the dark forms of the Dinesens slumped under the prow of the
boat. And heard the harsh-spoken words, not understanding what was
said—except for his own name. It was enough to spur him into a more
hurried, but just as furtive, flight.

He stayed low,
face just above the water, and changed course to head diagonally
towards the beach. He only rose up on to his feet to wade on the
last stretch, finally emerging from the sea some twenty metres from
where the men were grouped around the boat. She lay unmoving now,
heavier than the water hissing around her hull, her stern awash and
her keel imbedded in the shingle for its entire length. The eye of
every ambusher was directed towards her as Stark crossed the beach,
back arched and legs reaching into long strides. He reached a low,
grass-covered bank and threw himself full-length across it. Then he
swung his legs up and over, and rolled down the far side. His
fingers unclawed from around the mouth of the bag and he drew out
the suitcase. He was sprawled on his belly and water dripped
rhythmically from his eyebrows, nose and chin as he eased up the
cheap catches and lifted the lid. The droplets of salt water
splashed on to a small fortune of paper money in the currencies of
many nations which was packed in the case. Also on to the butt and
barrel of a Luger Naval Parabellum P.08 and six spare clips of
ammunition which rested on the bed of money. He took out the gun
and one of the spare clips, both fully loaded, before closing the
lid again and fastening the catches. Then he started to belly
forward, heading for the menacing tableau bathed in the harsh light
from the car headlamps. Words rang out again, but just as before,
he understood only his own name.

“He’s not aboard, Niels,” the man with the flare pistol
reported as he swung up from the cockpit and stood on the
foredeck.

The other
three leapt down on to the shingle, shaking their heads in
confirmation.

“And no sign that he ever was,” one of them
augmented.

The smell of
diesel oil was a pungent taint on the air.

“Take him to the cars!” Niels ordered, pointing a long finger
at the helpless Lars. “We’ll make him talk!”

He led the
way, swinging around with an angry motion and striding out
hurriedly towards the source of the light. His feet made a lot of
noise on the shingle, for he carried a great deal of weight. He was
an inch over six feet tall and solidly built, with square shoulders
upon which his head sat with just a token length of neck between.
His face was also suggestive of angles rather than curves and it
was an impression he encouraged by wearing his grey-mottled black
hair in an old-fashioned crew-cut style. His dark eyes seemed like
thin rectangles for they were permanently narrowed and his mouth
took its line from the squareness of his jaw. Had there been a
single relieving feature about this thirty-five-year-old Niels Krag
to suggest a curve instead of an angle, he might have been
handsome. But, because of the mould nature had cast for him, the
harshness of his make-up detracted from everything else about his
appearance. Even the fingers which drew a nailfile from the top
pocket of his jacket were blunted at their tips.

Lars Dinesen
could not, of course, walk. But the two men who had prodded M6s
into his eyes had little difficulty in moving their rifles and the
injured fisherman up the beach. They canted the rifles across their
shoulders with one hand and used the other to grip Lars by the
wrist and drag him. Agonised groans trailed from his twisted lips
as the open wounds of his shattered lower legs scraped over the
sharp-cornered shingle. All the men except the one with the flare
pistol moved up the beach to form a group in front of the crumbling
wall of the old farm house. Two Saabs were parked behind the wall,
their lights blazing through windows which had been enlarged by
tearing away the sills and brickwork below. Other illumination was
provided by a Mercedes 280 SL backed into a barn with no doors and
a British MG 1300 slotted into a gap in a leaning fence.

“The batteries, Niels?” somebody said.

“Kill the lights,” the square-faced man replied, and gestured
with the nailfile for Lars Dinesen to be backed against the house
wall. Gold fillings gleamed in his teeth as his lips folded back to
show a humourless smile. “Sven will provide another source.” He
raised his voice to call: “Sven!”

The man with the flare pistol jumped down from the boat as
four others split from the group and leaned into the cars to switch
off the lights. Night closed in on the strip of beach and seemed
darker than ever after the recent brilliance. It had the effect of
amplifying sound—of the footfalls on shingle, the groans of Lars
and the tinkle of breaking glass. This last caused by Sven smashing
the small port forward on the Spit of
Skaw’s cockpit. Only the powerfully-built
Swede with grey eyes, too full lips, broken nose and low forehead
under a mass of red, crinkly hair was close enough to catch the
stronger smell of spilt diesel. The fumes were given off by the
soaked mattress and blankets on the berth beyond the broken port.
Sven enjoyed vandalism and it showed in his smile of pure delight
as he aimed the pistol towards the port. The fuse on the flare was
a short one and the brilliant light blazed into life as it whooshed
through the aperture.

Giggling like a backward schoolgirl, Sven whirled around and
raced up the beach. He reached the group and had time to turn to
look back before the fiercely burning chemicals reached a more
volatile fuel than soaked bedclothes. A mild explosion arced
flaming debris across the confined enclosure of the berth. Liquid
fire dropped into a pail of neat diesel oil. The entire forward
section of the boat disintegrated in a massive explosion that
rained burning wreckage in every direction. And not only the
Spit of Skaw was torn
apart. The sea, which had been toying with the limp corpse of Poul
Dinesen—pushing it shorewards along the side of the boat, then
dragging it out again—had its plaything wrenched from its insecure
grip. Blast tossed the body across the shingle and then flying
debris of timber and metal thudded into the unfeeling flesh.
Splashes of burning oil drenched across it and roared angrily as
flames sought to maintain a hold on the sopping wet clothes and
hair. The flames won and supplemented the flickering light from the
burning boat to illuminate the derelict farm buildings and knot of
men gathered in front of them.

Niels Krag
brightened his cruel smile as he turned to look at the terror and
torment inscribed upon the time-lined face of the prisoner. He
began to rasp the file across his blunt nails. “Are not we Danes
justly famous for the warmth of our welcomes?” he asked softly.


Chapter Two

 


STARK STAYED
PRESSED to the ground while the initial glow of the explosion held
back the night. It seemed to last for eternity, but this was just
the mind playing tricks as it struggled to recover from the recent
air starvation. Only a few seconds passed before the dark closed in
again, confining the area of flickering light from the burning
wreckage to a few metres’ radius of the boat. Then, with the
suitcase clasped in one hand and the Luger in the other, he began
to belly forward again—across a broad span of open space between
the end of the grassy banking and the beginning of the sagging
fence where the MG saloon was parked. He sacrificed speed for
silence for the noise of the fire had been reduced to a low, almost
pleasant, crackling. And if just one of the men happened to be
attracted by a sound of his progress, Stark would be helplessly
exposed on the fringe of the glow. The big man began to speak
harshly in Danish to Lars Dinesen and Stark had to actively resist
the impulse to slither faster across the gap. For he knew the
interrogation would draw nothing from the elderly Dane, and he had
little doubt Dinesen would be made to suffer for his silence.

“The company knows about you, Lars Dinesen,” Krag growled. “We
have known for a long time that you and your son were—shall we
say—supplementing your income from fishing by running contraband
across the Fehmarnbelt.” A laugh trickled from his lips. “We have
even made use of your illegal shuttle service on
occasion.”

Lars’ mind was
floating on a sea of pain and grief as he was pinned to the
blackened wall by the vise-like grip of a hand at each armpit. His
chin rested on his chest and his eyes were open, looking down the
length of his body and legs to where blood continued to ooze from
the bullet holes in his calves and ankles. The warm, crimson liquid
soaked his trousers and dripped from the turn-ups on to his rubber
seaboots. The boots gleamed red in the light of the fire. But
despite the agony, he was fully aware of himself and his
surroundings. He could not hear what Krag was saying.

A hand reached
towards him and the palm cupped his forehead. It felt gentle at
first. But then a grasping pressure was applied and the back of his
skull crashed hard against the roughened surface of the wall. It
was Krag’s hand and the square face appeared, leaning close to
Lars.

“You hear me?” the leader of the ambushers snarled.

Lars could
only grunt, the sound expressing pain rather than an answer to the
question. Lars looked beyond his tormenter and through a break in
the half-circle of men to where the fire on Poul’s body spluttered
out, leaving the flesh naked and soot black. The sickening
sweetness of burnt meat permeated the hot air. Lars found himself
recalling how he had told Poul, in his own way, that their
smuggling activities were probably putting profits into the coffer
of the Danish and Germans arms of the company. And how Poul had
argued, with more than a grain of truth, that if a man did more
than breathe and eat to stay alive, the company profited.

The company is a fact of life beyond mere
existence, papa, Poul had said.
At least we get something. If it were not
us, it would be
somebody else.

“We know everything we want to know,” Krag snarled, spraying
spittle into the old man’s face, so vehement was his tone. “We know
everything John Stark did after murdering Herr Nettson in
Hamburg. i We know he
tried to escape from Germany by driving for the Danish border. We
know that police roadblocks and company surveillance scared him
off. We know he almost crashed through a border post into East
Germany. We know he was cornered on Fehmarn Island as he tried to
reach the Puttgarden-Rødbyhavn ferry. We know he missed the boat
and put out the word he was willing to pay highly for a passage to
Denmark.”

Stark reached
the cover of the fence and every face on the beach remained turned
towards the pain-contorted features of the old man as he was
assaulted by Krag’s voice, rising and spraying out the words more
and more rapidly. Had Stark been able to understand the language he
would have agreed with every word spoken by Krag. He had been
forced to run, hard and fast, from the conflicting forces of
company men and police after killing the top man in the crime
organisation’s German arm. He had been edged inexorably into the
bottleneck of the bridge from the mainland to Fehmarn when the
Danish border was closed to the north, the Iron Curtain cut off
escape to the east and the company sealed the way south. But there
had always been a leeway of time. Even as he had parked the Opel on
the Puttgarden waterfront and watched the ferry steaming away from
the landing stage, he was two hours ahead of police and company
pursuers.

Krag continued
to deliver a truthful report of events on the far side of the
Fahmarnbelt. “We know one of the first to learn of Stark’s plight
was your son and we know he offered to bring Stark across the sea
to Lolland for no payment at all. Because of what has happened to
your daughter, was it not?”

Lars felt his
gaze trapped on a level, locked with the insolent stare of Krag.
The old man grunted and then tried to spit. But he did not have the
strength and the saliva merely trickled over his lips and ran down
his chin. Krag gave a curt nod and a smile.

“How do we know all this? We know because we have informers
everywhere, Lars Dinesen. The conversation between your son and
Stark in the cafe was overheard. A man, more venal than your son,
invested the cost of a telephone call and will reap a handsome
reward. And because we know of the way you and your son made a
little extra money from time to time, we knew where to wait for
you.” Krag had brought his voice under control. He was speaking
slowly and clearly, his expression calm. But now, abruptly, his
tone became a shriek: “Where did you land Stark?”

Lars pressed
his lips firmly together and breathed through his nose. It produced
a wheezing sound. Wetness bubbled in his throat.

“I asked you a question!”

The demand was
backed by a vicious upswing of Krag’s clenched fist. But it was a
stab rather than a blow. The tapered end of the nailfile protruded
from the tight circle of forefinger and thumb. The metal drove hard
into Lars’ right nostril. Lars screamed and writhed in the grip of
the three hands holding him as the blunt point of mental penetrated
membranes. Blood gushed from his nose and flowed over Krag’s fist.
A grimace twisted the square features, but he held the fist in
place.

“You tried to trick us!” the big man snarled. “You put Stark
ashore. In Germany or Denmark? Or you transferred him to another
boat. Talk, you snivelling old bastard!”

Some of the
blood was sucked up into the nasal passage and splashed down into
the throat. Lars choked as the warm flood became too much to
swallow.

“You’ll talk!” Krag shrieked, and jerked his fist away. But
there was no downward movement first. He forced the old man’s head
to remain tight against the wall and ripped the nailfile clear by
bursting it with brute force through the withered flesh of the
nose.

An explosion
of agony shrilled from Lars, his expelled breath spraying blood in
every direction as he twisted his head from side to side beneath
the powerful grip of Krag’s hand. The big man quaked at the feel of
the warm stickiness on his face and took a step back. The men
holding Lars on each side experienced the same brand of revulsion
and withdrew, releasing their grip on the armpits. Lars’ useless
legs folded under him and he pitched forward, the flap of pulpy
torn skin at his nose fluttering in the slipstream of his fall. His
blood-masked face smashed into the sharp shingle and his mind
struggled to reach into unconsciousness. But it failed and salt
tears squeezed to escape his shuttered eyelids.

A long time
ago he had learned the art of self-induced unconsciousness in order
to delay further agony. Never to combat it, for the rubber-coated
Gestapo men had always been there when he surfaced to awareness in
their Copenhagen headquarters. But at least the unnatural sleep had
provided him with the only rest he could expect: giving him enough
feeble strength to withstand new pain. Sufficient to leave him
alive at the end of the war.

A long time
ago. The war had been over a long time and there had been no pain
to delay since then. Not the physical kind, anyway. And mental
agony could not be ignored by sleep. It merely attacked in the
terrifying form of bad dreams. So Lars had lost the art through
lack of practice.

“Pick him up!” Krag snapped, and the two captors crouched down
and hauled on Lars’ shoulders.

They were away
from the wall now. Lars’ feet were twisted at unnatural angles with
no sound bones to support them. His captors held him so that the
bullet-torn flesh of his ankles pressed against the shingle. With
oozing sweat causing the old man’s blood to trickle in pink
rivulets down his face, Krag stepped forward and bunched Lars’
sparse hair in a fist to jerk his head up. The light was low from
the burning boat now, as the incoming tide hissed out flames which
had exhausted fuel oil and begun to lose their grip on dry timber.
But there was enough of it to show up the ghastly mutilation of the
old man’s face. Pain was vented in the form of a quiet, one-note
moan issuing from compressed lips.

Most of the
men looked at Lars with grim impassiveness. Sven giggled in
delight. Krag brought up the hand holding the nailfile over the
closed right eye.

“You will talk, Lars Dinesen.” The voice was even
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