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  CHAPTER ONE


  THE MAFIA in that part of Italy called him Tarantula. A tattoo of a spider decorated his face. The abdomen of the insect was on his right cheek, covering it from the cheekbone to the line of his jaw. The eight legs spread up to his eye, his forehead, towards his ear and down to his throat and the corner of his lips. His head was shaved and the rest of his skin was decorated, too. There was a pistol and a grenade. A neat line of cursive script above his right ear declared, in Italian, “La vita è dolore.”


  Life is pain.


  Tarantula had become his nom de guerre. He was a hunter, just like the spider, and just as deadly.


  This morning, Tarantula was nestled down in the undergrowth in the cliffs outside the pleasant coastal town of Castellabate. His vantage point afforded him a perfect view down onto the narrow cliff-top road that led from Agropoli to Marina di Camerota. The road was spectacular, even to his jaded eye, with a steep climb to the east and a vertiginous drop to the azure blue of the Tyrrhenian Sea to the west. He could see for miles. The sky was beautifully clear with not even a hint of cloud. The weather was capricious here, but there would be nothing to disturb his task this morning.


  The man was a careful planner and he had chosen his position with his usual diligence.


  The road followed the line of the cliff, bending in a slow and gentle curve. It was fenced for much of its length but this span of a half a mile or so was unguarded, with a steep drop that terminated in deep waters fifty feet below. The unfenced part came at the apex of a sharp hairpin. It was necessary for drivers to slow right down to make the turn, to thirty or forty miles an hour maximum, before they could increase their speed again for the straight run ahead.


  That was important.


  The sight lines were clear and unobstructed, long enough to ensure that he would have plenty of time to sight his target.


  That was important, too.


  Everything about it was perfect.


  The man glassed the road carefully. He had an excellent pair of binoculars and the images leapt at him sharp and crisp, almost close enough to reach out and touch. The inland side of the road terminated with the sheer cliff face, buttressed with a stone wall. A wire net had been fastened to the cliff to prevent dislodged boulders from falling onto the cars below.


  The long gun laying in the rocks next to the man was an SVD, the Russian Dragunov sniper system. It was a semi-automatic gas-operated rifle with a short-stroke gas-piston system. The barrel was not typically rifled over its entire length, but the man had paid to have this one adapted, with additional rifling to increase the twist rate and, thus, the accuracy.


  The man settled behind the rifle. He felt the tension in the trigger, found his stockweld and slid up to the eyepiece, staring into it and seeing the ridge and the trees and the vegetation through the mil-dot-rich reticle. He made a minute adjustment to the focus ring, creeping it around until the last remnant of blur was gone and he could see the leaves on the fir tree at five hundred feet distance.


  He took out his Leica handheld laser and ranged the spot where he knew his quarry would emerge. Next, he took out a small weather station and noted the wind, humidity, and temperature. The trees were rustling a little in a light breeze that was running in off the sea. He noted the data in a small notebook and calculated the firing solutions he would need. He dialled the first into the scope of the rifle, making adjustments for windage.


  The folding bipod was mounted onto upper rails above the barrel and the adjustable horizontal front grip was mounted on the lower rails, under the barrel. The rifle had an adjustable stock and cheekpiece. The barrel was protected by a ventilated aluminium hand guard and was fitted with a muzzle brake, useful when firing full-power magnum loads like this.


  He saw the car approaching from the north and swept the glasses up to it. It was a hire car, a Mercedes S-Class, the tinted windows and the smooth silver paintwork glittering as it caught the sun’s early rays. The man watched as the car started to slow for the sharp bend.


  He settled down, relaxing his body and breathing easily. He laid the crosshairs on the car.


  He shut everything out except for the scope and the images that it presented to him. He concentrated on the feel of the Dragunov against his chin and shoulder, the smell of the cleaning fluid that had been used on its metallic parts, the cold touch of the aluminium eyepiece against his eye socket. He felt the chill of the fibreglass stock against his cheek. He held the rifle steady, still, and waited until the target nestled at the confluence of the crosshairs.


  Three hundred and eleven feet.


  Wind, one minute, left.


  The car slowed a little more.


  The man nudged the sight a fraction to the right until the windscreen filled the scope. He fine tuned just a little more, aiming for the faint outline of the driver through the darkened glass.


  The trigger was two-stage.


  The man filled his lungs and then exhaled slowly. He squeezed the trigger once, and then again, more tightly, squeezing straight back since even a millimetre pull to the left or right could effect the accuracy of the shot.


  The rifle fired, a sharp and keening report as the bullet streaked away. He could see the disturbed air trailing the projectile. It ate up the distance to the target in an instant. The windshield went milky white as the round punched straight through it, the hole made so fast that the rest of the glass remained intact. The car jerked across the road, crashed up against the cliff face and bounced back towards the unfenced drop. The front wheels left the asphalt and found nothing to replace it, the car powering into space, angling quickly downwards and then falling into the void.


  The man’s view was blocked by the angle of the cliff but he heard the clap and the splash as the flipped-over car slammed into the water roof first, then the sound of the whining engine as the wheels continued to spin, a series of gulps as water surged into the cabin, and then nothing.


  One shot.


  That was enough.


  The man they called Tarantula collected the spent casing and dropped it into his pocket. He broke the long rifle into its constituent parts and placed them into the foam lined carrying case.


  He closed the lid and picked up the case. A lorry from a bakery in Naples rumbled around the bend and continued north towards Salerno. It made him think of breakfast.


  The man pushed a pair of Ray Bans over his eyes and retraced his steps towards Castellabate. He would drive down to a café he knew on the water at Capitelo. He would order a cappuccino and pastry, read the newspaper and look out to sea.


  CHAPTER TWO


  CONTROL’S SECRETARY had called John Milton and said that his presence was required. Milton had been hoping to find the time to work on his fitness but knew better than to keep his commanding officer waiting. He had driven across London to the anonymous office near to the MI6 building that advertised itself as the headquarters of Global Logistics. That was a front. The building was the home to Group Fifteen, the off-the-books kill squad that was sent in to resolve the problems of Her Majesty’s government when diplomacy and other means had failed.


  Milton drove into the underground car park, left his car in his usual space and took the elevator up. When he arrived upstairs, Control looked in a bad humour.


  “Sir?” Milton said.


  Control was in late middle age, his face framed by heavy eyebrows that seemed locked into a perpetual frown. A sheaf of papers was scattered on the floor around his desk. Milton had seen his rages before and could guess what had happened: something in the papers had displeased him and they had been propelled at the poor executive who had brought them to his attention.


  He looked up at him and spoke tersely. “You haven’t had anything for a couple of weeks, have you, Number Eight?”


  “Nothing substantial, sir.”


  “What have you been doing?”


  Milton wondered if he was about to get one of Control’s legendary dressing downs. “I’ve been training, sir. On the range. It’s been a while since I got my eye in and I don’t want to get rusty.”


  “No, quite. But no mission?”


  “No, sir. Not since Sarajevo.”


  “Sit down, Eight.”


  Milton did as he was told.


  “When’s the last time you went to Italy?


  “I don’t know, sir. It would’ve been for a holiday. Tuscany. Florence. Ten years ago. Maybe more.”


  “You’re going tomorrow. Naples.”


  “What for?”


  “We’ve got a problem and you can help fix it.”


  There was a bundle of files on the edge of Control’s desk and he reached over and pushed them so that they fell into Milton’s lap.


  “A little light reading, Eight.”


  “What is it?”


  “We’ve been working with the drug squad. There’s a particularly nasty branch of the mafia that operates down in Naples. The normal mafia is bad enough, obviously, but this lot make them look like choir boys. Have you heard of the Camorra?”


  “Only anecdotally. A film, I think.”


  “Nasty bastards, particularly ruthless. The Italians can’t get to grips with them and so they’ve given up. From Naples all the way down into Calabria, they practically run the state. They run the port of Naples especially. They’ve gone into business with one of the Mexican cartels and they’ve been shipping their cocaine and heroin into Naples and then all around Europe, including here. Tonnes of it.”


  “And the government wants it stopped?”


  “Of course they do, Milton. The police have done the legwork. There’s an organisation in Liverpool, criminal family, Curtis Patterson and his brothers. Looks like they take care of distribution once it gets over here. There’s been some cooperation with the Italians and we know precisely who we need to go and have a quite word with.”


  Milton was familiar with Control’s euphemisms, and his curious reluctance to spell out in explicit terms the business of the Group that he headed.


  “The details are in here?” Milton said, tapping the file. He was keen to get out of the office.


  “Hold on, Milton. I’m not finished yet.”


  Milton settled back down again.


  “We want to attack this problem at both ends.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  “And you’re not the first agent we’ve put onto this. Number Three went over three weeks ago. We know a little about the mafia but not enough. We don’t know who we need to speak to, for one. Three has been undercover. Playing as the representative of another criminal organisation, this one in London. His orders were to ingratiate himself with the locals, find out as much as he could about the operation down there, and then report back.”


  “He hasn’t done that?”


  “He’s gone missing, Eight. We haven’t heard from him for a week.”


  “Missing?”


  “That’s what I said.”


  “And you suspect foul play?”


  “What do you think?” he said caustically. He indicated the file. “Everything you need to know is in there. Most of it is from the Yard. The Drug Squad, plus organised crime experts. Take it away and read it. There’s plenty there. And then tomorrow you fly to Naples. Find out what happened to Three. If he’s been killed, find out who did it and make an example of them. And then go after the big men. Understand?”


  Milton said that he did. The source of Control’s bad mood became obvious to him. He was fastidious about the effectiveness of the men and women who formed the Group. His target was absolute perfection. His agents were to be angels of death who appeared at the operative moment, carried out his orders with scrupulous efficiency, and then disappeared back into the shadows from which they had emerged. The thought that one of them might have fallen during an operation, particularly at the hands of something so grubby as organised crime, would have been anathema to him. He would demand retribution and Milton would be his means of bringing that about.


  “Is there anything else, sir?”


  “No. Read up on it. Find out what happened. Make it right. Dismissed, Milton.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  MILTON LOOKED out of the window of the British Airways 747 as it descended through the clouds and lined up on approach to Naples. He saw the huge mass of Vesuvius, not the dun colour one would associate with volcanoes but a vast green mantle of vegetation. The city spread out from the water’s edge and stretched out until it faded into a hazy, polluted horizon. Nearer the plane, and directly below it as the undercarriage lowered with a judder, was the port itself. It was detached from the city, a confused, disordered jumble of ships and containers. The freighters were mostly Chinese, bearing the clothes and shoes, the toys and technology that would feed the appetite of the continent from Scandinavia to the borders of Russia. Goods unloaded here could be in the boutiques of Barcelona or Bonn two days later. The ships were enormous, almost too big to credit, gigantic leviathans that edged cautiously alongside jetties that seemed flimsy in comparison. The ships were ministered over by cranes, truck cabs and the tiny figures of stevedores and longshoremen in orange and yellow. The wharf held a multitude of containers, a grid of walls to keep the city out. Naples was surrounded by merchandise. It was almost swamped by it. It was easy to see, elevated at ten thousand feet, the scale of the opportunities that must have been available to those with the inclination to take advantage of them. He watched as big eighteen wheel trucks edged out into traffic and wondered how much of the freight they were dispersing was legitimate and how much bore the stamp of the Camorra.


  “Could you put your tray table up, please,” the steward asked.


  “Of course,” Milton said.


  He did as he was asked. The plane banked steeply to port and Milton looked out as the port filled the window. He wondered what Owen Grieves had found down there that had led to his disappearance.


   


  MILTON had no checked luggage and so he skirted the carousels that spewed out the battered possessions of his fellow travellers and made his way through immigration. He stopped at the British Airways desk and collected the envelope that had been left for him there. He found the long stay car park and skirted it until he found the covered bay that was reserved for motorcycles. He found the big, retro styled Ducati PS1000LE sport bike that he had asked for, opened the envelope and let the keys drop out. He straddled the bike and turned the engine over, feeling the purr of the big 992cc air-cooled two-cylinder as it throbbed beneath him.


  It was a bright, warm day, and the sun glared down, a myriad of shafts that lanced into his eyes. He took his sunglasses from his pocket, put them on and then settled the helmet over his head. He gunned the engine, pulled out into the access road and then fed in the revs, racing out of the exit and onto the slip road.


  He pulled into the traffic on the road into the city, revved the engine and headed out.


   


  MILTON HAD booked the Presidential Suite at the Hotel Excelsior. It cost two thousand Euros a night, but he had an image that he wanted to maintain. He knew that had been spotted at the airport and he had seen the trail car that had followed him into the city. He didn’t mind that. He welcomed it. He knew the Camorra would keep a watchful eye over foreign arrivals and, with that in mind, Group Fifteen’s staff had seen to it that there was plenty of information on him that their illicit sources would be able to collect. They would report that Mr. John Smith, Esq., had excited the interest of the Metropolitan Police’s organised crime unit on more than one occasion. There were rumours, all unproven, that he was involved in the capital’s pre-eminent drug distribution network, the same network that had latterly employed Owen Grieve. There were rumours, again unproven, that he had personally eliminated rivals in his quick rise up the ranks of the organisation. He was also known as something of a playboy with extravagant tastes and a predilection for expensive women and fast motorbikes. It was important that he live up to that reputation, and a luxury hotel like this one was perfect.


  The bellboy opened the door and ushered him inside. It was certainly opulent: a shimmering mirror marked with a royal coat of arms had been hung over an ornate grand piano; there were glistening Murano crystal chandeliers; a large mahogany table could accommodate eight guests for dinner or private meetings.


  “Is it to your satisfaction, Signor Smith?” the man asked him in heavily accented Italian.


  “Yes. It will do very well, thank you.”


  He tipped him with a twenty and closed the door as soon as he had left.


  He went to his rucksack, took out the small aluminium case inside and removed his bug detection equipment from the foam inserts. His kit comprised several expensive units that included a wide band radio frequency detection device, an external probe that operated between 0.1 MHz and 25GHz and a hidden camera detector. He went through his routine, stage by stage, eliminating the possibility of hidden cameras, but finding several possible bugs. The probe was set on silent, and located the bugs by way of a series of escalating bars on its display. It looked like there were bugs inside the bedside lamp, the television and two plug sockets. Milton didn’t disturb them, but he was pleased to know that they were there.


  He wasn’t surprised. The Camorra were so entrenched here, it was to be expected that they had surveillance ready in the local accommodation most favoured by the high-end businessmen they would deal with.


  He packed the kit away and took his case into the semi-circular bedroom. There was a luxury king-size bed, silk-draped walls, and a private terrace. He opened the French doors and stepped out onto the terrace. The view was impressive: the Bay of Naples spread out below him and the vista extended all the way to Mount Vesuvius, the island of Capri and the Sorrento coastline.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  MILTON AWOKE at six feeling fresh and ready to get started. He showered and, with a towel wrapped around his waist, he opened the French doors and stepped out onto the balcony. It was early but it was still warm and there was a humid closeness in the air that promised to become sweltering as the morning drew on. He left the doors open to ventilate the room and made his first coffee of the day with the machine on the bureau. He took the espresso, thick and bitter, and flicked on the television. It defaulted to an Italian news channel. Milton dropped to the floor and began his usual morning routine of five hundred sit-ups.


  He hit the four hundredth rep when the picture on the television switched to an outside broadcast. A female reporter was standing on the edge of a road. The sea was to the left and the terrain climbed steeply to the right. The woman was delivering a piece to camera. The road had been blocked by two cars from the carabinieri, slotted back to back so that there was no way to get past. A large mobile crane had been parked at the edge of the road, its long arm extended out over the water. As Milton watched, a waterlogged car was hoisted up into view. Plumes of seawater poured out of the cabin, the water sparkling in the light.


  The reporter turned to watch the operation and the camera zoomed in. Milton’s Italian wasn’t good enough to understand what the woman was saying but as the car gently revolved on the cable that had been fastened to the roof with a grapple, the numberplate became visible.


  NA 301GE.


  The number snagged Milton’s attention. He knelt by the desk, taking the hotel’s headed notepaper and a pencil and writing it down. He went over to his phone and scrolled through his notes until he had the page that he wanted.


  It was a summary of the information that Control had provided.


  Owen Grieve had hired a car from Naples airport.


  The registration was NA 301GE.


   


  MILTON SPREAD talcum powder over the carpet next to the door. It would be disturbed if anyone came into the room while he was away. He hooked the DO NOT DISTURB sign over the handle, closed the door and then took a hair, licked it, and pressed it across the tiny gap between the door and the jamb. If the door was opened, the hair would be disturbed.


  He went outside to the street, away from the bugs, and walked. He called back to London and asked to speak to the Group Fifteen intelligence officer who had been assigned as his liaison for this case. The woman was already aware of the discovery of the car and had been assembling information ready for it to be provided to him.


  She explained that the car had ended its plunge on a narrow ridge that meant that it was only submerged beneath a couple of feet of water. The bottom fell away steeply to the left and right of the ridge and if the car had not landed there, or had the tide nudged it off its perch, then it might never have been found.


  Instead, it had been spotted by the skipper of a pleasure craft cruising between Diamante and Salerno. The tide was breaking across the upturned chassis, a frothing spume that revealed the two rear tyres when it drew back. The skipper had moved in close enough to confirm that it was a car and had called the police.


  The analyst said that she would send the dossier immediately.


  Milton ended the call and stopped in a shop to purchase a new set of clothes and the other things he knew that he would need and, when he returned, he took out his laptop and powered it up. There was an email waiting for him. He opened it, waiting patiently as the decryption algorithms stripped away the protection, and then he read.


  The initial thesis was that a driver had taken the bend too fast and lost control, leaving the road through the gap in the guard rail. A frogman had dived down to investigate. The body was still strapped into the driver’s seat, bloated and starting to decompose, the soft tissue already nibbled away by the fish and the crabs. The body had been cut free and recovered and then the car had been hauled out. Both had been taken to a forensic laboratory in Naples.


  The initial thesis had been quickly debunked.


  The windshield of the car was still intact save for the single circular hole two feet left of centre, so precise that it might have been drilled. The hole matched up perfectly with the hole that the pathologist observed just below the right shoulder of the driver.


  He had been shot.


  The victim had been identified from dental records as a Mr Owen Grieves, a businessman from London who was in Naples to close a deal with a supplier of artisanal olive oil.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  MILTON RODE the Ducati out of Naples and headed south, following the A3 until he reached the Via Belvedere. He carried on, through the picturesque villages with the stone buildings, the undulating hills that climbed into the Vallo di Diano National Park and then, on the right, the endless blue of the Mediterranean. The bike throbbed powerfully between his legs and Milton opened the throttle all the way and gave it its head. He followed the switchbacks and the hairpins, climbing and falling with the camber of the road as it negotiated the cliffs.


  Eventually, he reached the spot where Number Three’s car had come off the road. It was marked by a long double skid, burnt rubber markings that swung towards the wall. There was a further tracing from where the car must have bounced against the rock face, markings that pointed straight for the unguarded drop to the water below.


  The sun was bright and strong as he stepped off the bike and removed the helmet, the fresh air washing across his hot skin. He pushed his glasses onto his head, walked back to the start of the skid, crouched down, and turned to the south. The sun was overhead and he held his hand up to block out the glare. The terrain climbed sharply, a sheer face of rock with the sharp edges of boulders that must have been exposed when the cliff was dynamited so that the road could be cut through. There was scrub and vegetation above that, then a line of cypress trees and then, behind them, a climb up to a ridge that was seventy or eight feet above. Milton looked at the ridge line. There was a clear line of sight from a point just a little less than one hundred and eighty degrees ahead of him, a channel that passed through the trees and the scrub and terminated right where he was crouching.


  He looked from the ridge line back to the skid on the road. A single shot fired from there into Number Three as he came around the corner, following the road as it bent around to the left. The car loses control, strikes against the cliff face and then bounces off, heading straight off the road and over the edge.


  You’d need a decent shooter but, if you had one, it stacked up.


   


  MILTON WENT back to the bike and rode on. He saw a single-lane track branching off to the left and he slowed as he approached it, turning off and then climbing steeply up the cliff. There was a passing space. Milton slid into it and stopped the bike. He stepped out and examined the loose dirt. There were tyre tracks imprinted there. It was impossible to say when they would have been left but it was a useful sign.


  He set off, hiking up into the hills and heading back towards the north. He walked for five minutes. It was rough and difficult terrain. There were vines on the floor and strung out between the branches of the trees. There were shrubs and low trees and then the tall cypresses, a canopy of green that filtered the light into slanting columns. He walked carefully, his eyes focussed on the ground and the vegetation ahead and, reasonably quickly, he found signs that someone had negotiated the climb up to the ridge ahead of him. A clump of nettles had been flattened down, low twigs had been snapped, there was the muddy imprint of a hiking boot. He tracked the signs for ten minutes until he broke out of the green cover and clambered up to the flat escarpment he had seen from the road below.


  He was sweating a little.


  He paused.


  He assessed.


  He could see all the way down to the surface of the road. The black skid marks were clear against the grey asphalt. He could see all the way to the unguarded section of the road, the drop itself obscured by the lip of rock that preceded the fall.


  He lowered himself to his belly and sighted the spot just before the skid had begun. He worked out an approximate firing solution in his head: distance and angle were simple enough, wind was unlikely to be much of a problem, either.


  It wasn’t a difficult shot to make. A sniper even half as good as him should hit the target nine times out of every ten shots fired. A good sniper wouldn’t miss at all. It was a good spot for the purpose. The fall from the cliff edge was dead ahead and it would be impossible to avoid it if the driver was even momentarily disabled.


  An easy shot.


  An excellent way to make the body and the evidence disappear.


  Milton stood. He was smeared with moss and green pollen dust and he swept the worst of it away with brisk downward strokes with both hands.


  Milton was impressed. A method like this was something he would have used himself.


  Whoever had killed Number Three was like him.


  Very dangerous indeed.


  CHAPTER SIX


  MILTON RETURNED to the hotel, found a table in the bar and, over a gin and tonic, reviewed, once again, the files of information that had been provided for him.


  The intelligence provided by MI6, the Metropolitan Police and their counterparts in the Italian judicial system suggested that the port of Naples was run by the Camorra. It was an offshoot of the mafia with an estimated membership of ten thousand men. Their activities ran the gamut of criminal enterprise: racketeering, drug trafficking, gambling, loan-sharking, prostitution, insurance fraud, waste management, pornography, murder.


  It was not as famous abroad as the Sicilian Cosa Nostra, but it was estimated to be the most powerful Italian syndicate. A US study estimated that it was responsible for three per cent of Italy’s gross domestic product, with a revenue of fifty billion Euros a year, and that the money was drenched in the blood of their rivals.


  Their history was littered with tales of kidnap and murder; John Paul Getty III was reputed to be one of their victims. Politicians, judges and the police had all been targeted and, eventually, cowed. There had been internal feuding between the clans that made up the syndicate, and hundreds of deaths, but the organisation that had been birthed in all that blood was more powerful and dominant from Naples all the way south into the Italian boot. There were rumours that the the syndicate was casting its eye north, and members had been arrested as far up as Lombardy.


  Intelligence suggested that the deal between the Camorra and the Patterson family had been consummated two years ago. The Liverpool family had an established distribution network and they had ramped it up again and again as the relationship had been developed. They cut the pure cocaine with laxatives and baby powder, bulking it out so that one kilogram became one and a half. The product was divided and passed to the wholesale providers, who then supplied it to the local dealers. It was cut and recut again and again until the purity was just forty or fifty percent. By the time it hit the streets in the north of England it was wholly adulterated and retailing for forty pounds a gram.


  Number Three had filed his final report the day before he had dropped out of contact. He noted that he had made contact with a go-between who, he believed, would be able to introduce him to the capo of the Camorra crew responsible for the deal with the Patterson family.


  Her name was Antonietta Agosti and she managed a Camorra restaurant in Castellabate.


  Milton decided he would visit the restaurant for dinner tonight.


   


  THE SMALL town of Santi Maria di Castellabate was found between Paestrum and Velia, nestled in a hollow in the rugged coastline. The night was drawing in as Milton rode towards it, the lights glittering against the darkening green of the surrounding countryside and the velvety dark of the sea. The breeze whipped around him as he gunned the bike, eventually slowing it to a languid forty miles an hour as the road twisted and turned and led into the buildings that marked the edge of town.


  The town centre was at the top of the hill that offered a stunning view of the gulf between the Punta Licosa and Punta Tresino. The place had a medieval feel, especially at night, with a series of narrow streets, ancient stairs, and arches that appeared unannounced around corners. There was the Angel’s Castle, a Papal basilica and a bell tower that dated from the twelfth century.


  Milton rode down into the Santa Maria area. The houses were painted in traditional white with bright red roofs, the street lights were strung across the road on ropes and lines, verdant ivy clambered across walls, and the air was salty with brine. The restaurant was right on the esplanade. A wide promenade separated it from the sea wall and the expanse of sand that led to the tide’s reach. Tables and chairs had been positioned on the promenade with an awning that could be extended in uncertain weather. The main body of the establishment was opened out with a series of wide French doors and Milton could hear the sound of conversation and the tinkle of cutlery against china as he descended the stone steps that led down to it. The landward side was bordered by a road into which a line of cars had been crammed, with barely enough space for others to pass.


  Number Three had identified the place in one of his reports as the place where he had engineered a meeting with the Camorra. It was not unusual in that it was owned by the mafia, since they owned most of the property in this part of the country, but it was apparently the venue that they had chosen to vet those who wanted to see them. Milton went inside: wooden floors, simple wooden furniture, nautical items on the walls and ceiling, soft jazz playing through discreet hidden speakers. There was a simple bar with a generous array of bottles racked behind it. The food smelled good, and featured the staples of the area: fish, olive oil, mozzarella, garbanzo beans, salami, and confections made from figs.


  It took Milton ten seconds to identify Antonietta Agosti from her mugshot. She had been arrested by the carabinieri on a minor drugs charge six months earlier and Number Three had been able to find a copy of the photograph. She had looked sultry then, despite the bleaching from the harsh artificial lights and the orange jumpsuit that she had been wearing. The woman at the bar had the same thick black hair, the same olive skin and the same arrogant, expressive lips. She was dressed in a simple black dress that emphasised her natural curves.


  Milton crossed the room and took a space at to the bar next to her.


  “Miss Agosti?”


  She turned to him, wafting sweet scent in his direction. She looked at him with a cool, almost regal, regard.


  “Who is asking?”


  “My name is Smith.”


  “Do I know you?”


  “No.”


  “Then I am sorry, Signor Smith…”


  “But you know Mr. Owen Grieve, I believe.”


  A pause.


  “The name is not familiar.”


  Milton had seen the flicker in her eye and he knew what that meant. “Really? You met him here,” he said. “A week ago.”


  She frowned. “I do not know him.”


  He held her gaze until she had to look away. “That’s a pity. I want to speak to the men Mr. Grieve was dealing with. I have a very lucrative opportunity for them.”


  She shrugged expressively and said nothing.


  Milton stood. “Never mind. My mistake. I’m going to take a seat over there for half an hour. If you do find you remember him, you should come over and have a drink with me.”


   


  MILTON ORDERED a gin. He found a table where he could observe the bar and waited. He watched the woman. She spoke with the barman, spoke with a couple of the waiters from the restaurant. She looked at him on occasion and, upon noticing that he was looking at her, she turned her head away. He watched as she took a phone from her purse and pressed it to her ear. She glanced back at him again as she spoke and then looked away.


  He finished the drink and stood, taking the empty glass back to the bar so that he was stood next to her.


  “What do you want?” she said, her voice tight with nerves.


  “I’m not a policeman, Miss Agosti. Far from it.”


  “Then who are you?”


  “I worked with Mr. Grieve. We were part of the same enterprise. The same business. I don’t need to spell it out, do I?”


  “No.”


  “You knew him, then?”


  She paused and then, a decision made, she spoke quietly. “I met him here, as you say. Two times.”


  “You made some introductions for him?”


  She was flustered for a moment.


  “I’m not here for revenge. And, if I was, I wouldn’t be here for you. You’re just the go-between. I know that. My employer knows that.”


  “Yes,” she said, her confidence returning. “That is right. That is what I am.”


  His precise definition of her role, and the absolution of any responsibility she might have had in Number Three’s death, seemed to restore a measure of her previous haughtiness.


  “Would you have a drink with me?”


  She turned her head to look at him. He thought she was going to turn him down until she said, “Very well,” and gave a shallow nod of her head.


  Milton ordered two vodka martinis. The bartender shook vodka and vermouth together with ice, strained it into two fresh glasses and garnished with olives.


  Her eyes shone with a darkness and her lids were heavy and languorous, her lashes long and thick. Milton took his glass and touched it against hers.


  “Cheers.”


  “Salute.”


  She sipped it carefully, watching him over the top of the glass.


  As he drank he became aware that he was being watched. There was a mirror above the bar. He looked up at it discreetly and saw two men behind them. They were sitting at a table towards the rear of the room, partially shrouded by the gloom, but he was sure that they were observing him. He drank a little more and then glanced up again. One of the men had risen from the table and was moving towards the exit. He was slim and wiry and moved with jerky energy. The other man, bigger than his friend, stayed at the table and watched.


  “Signor Smith,” the girl said quietly. “Do you know who owns this bar?”


  “The Camorra.”


  “And you know who they are? What that means?”


  “Yes. My colleague was doing business with them.”


  “And so what could you possibly want?”


  “May I call you Antonietta?”


  “How do you know my name?”


  “I spoke to Mr. Grieve. He spoke very warmly of you.”


  “How so?”


  He smiled, teasing her a little. A pretty woman fishing for compliments? “He said you were very pleasant to deal with. And that you were able to set up the meeting that he wanted.”


  She nodded. Her dark, lustrous eyes flashed and Milton decided that she was very attractive indeed.


  “Do you know what they did to him?” he asked.


  “I do not know the details. They say he was shot.”


  “He was shot. A sniper.”


  “I do not know this word.”


  “A man with a long gun. He was shot from almost several hundred yards away, while he was driving. Near Castellabate. He lost control of the car and drove it into the sea. I saw it on the television and then I went to have a look. It was very well done. Very professional.”


  “And still you come here?” She glanced up at the mirror. “The man at the table. I know you have seen him. Do you know who he is?”


  “One of them, I presume.”


  “He is a soldier. His friend, the man who went outside, he is also a soldier. They are bad men, Mr. Smith. You do not want to cross these men.”


  “Did one of them shoot my colleague?”


  “No.”


  “Then who?”


  “I do not know.”


  Milton sipped his drink and looked into the mirror for a third time. The bigger of the two mafiosi was still there, making no effort to be discreet. There were two possibilities to explain where the other man had gone. He might have gone outside to call for backup. That was the least likely explanation. He could easily have called from the table and, anyway, there were two of them and only one of him, and, what was more, he was not particularly physically imposing. Why would they think they needed more numbers to deal with him? The other reason, the more likely one, was that the man had gone outside to prepare for Milton’s exit. Perhaps he had gone to one of the cars that had been parked along the edge of the road to collect a weapon. A gun, perhaps, or, more likely, the kind of weapon you would use to make a statement. A baseball bat. A knife. Something that would send a message, prevent the organisation that you had just attacked from sending more men to interfere where they were not wanted.


  “Antonietta,” Milton said. “I’m going to leave now. I want you to do me a favour. I assume you are still on good terms with the man you spoke to on my colleague’s behalf?”


  “Yes,” she said, a shiver of tremulousness in her voice.


  “Good. I want you to tell him that I want to meet him. Tell him my employer is not angry at what happened to Mr. Grieve. You can tell him that we’re curious, because we are, but that he can rest assured that we are only interested in profit. The opportunity that my colleague discussed with him and his friends was obviously not attractive enough. Tell him that I am authorised to make it much more attractive. Can you do that?”


  “Yes,” she said. “But, I…” She couldn’t help but glance over at the table.


  “Yes,” Milton said, “there’s one other thing. Tell him that I mean no disrespect for what I’m about to do. But I don’t believe I have a choice.”


  He looked into her face and smiled. It was a bright smile, with lots of teeth, but Milton’s smiles rarely reached his eyes. They burned out at her, icy blue, pitiless, and he could see that, whatever fear she felt for the man at the table and his friend outside, it had just been eclipsed.


  “Yes,” she said.


  Milton stood and settled his tab. He took a napkin from the bar and a pen from a pot next to the till and wrote down his cellphone number in careful, deliberate script. He pressed it on the bar next to Antonietta’s fingers and collected his jacket. He didn’t put it on but held it in the crook of his arm. He walked straight to the exit, noticing in the corner of his eye that the big man had also stood and was picking his way around the tables to follow him. Milton kept walking. The bar had a narrow lobby between the inner and the outer door where there was a cigarette machine and pay-phone. He knew that the first man would have gone through the main door, into the road. There was no space in the lobby for three men. There was barely enough for two.


  Milton was counting on that.


  He opened the door to the lobby and went inside. There was a door that led to the men’s restroom and he opened it and stood just inside, out of sight of anyone who might follow him.


  The door opened again.


  The big man came through. He didn’t see Milton until it was too late, and, by then, Milton had thrown his coat over his head and followed in with a right and a left hook into his ribs and then, the man bending down from the sudden pain, he grabbed him around the head, drew him towards him and lifted his knee, hard, into his covered face.


  Milton released his grip on the man’s head and he dropped to the floor of the lobby.


  Three seconds, start to finish, just like that.


  He retrieved his coat and frisked the man with quick and expert hands. He was carrying a Beretta 96A1, chambered for .40 S&W. Milton checked: twelve rounds in the magazine and another in the chamber.


  Useful.


  He rested his coat over his arm again so that the gun was hidden beneath it, opened the exterior door and walked outside.


  Milton checked his surroundings carefully. He had parked the Ducati twenty feet away, pressed up against the side of the road. There was a line of cars ahead and behind it, and the courtesy light was shining from one of them.


  Milton tightened his grip on the Beretta and walked toward the car. The door was open and the second man was inside it.


  Milton guessed that he wouldn’t have been expecting to see him. His friend should have been more than able enough to take care of him. He was bigger, for a start, and he had surprise on his side. Their plan was probably to let the big man sort him out with the little one staying out here for backup, just in case.


  When the second man did see him, walking purposefully towards him, it was already too late.


  He started to get out of the car, his hand going inside his jacket to his shoulder holster, but Milton grabbed the frame of the door and crashed it back into him. The metal crushed up against his standing leg and bounced off his forehead, leaving a deep cut that immediately started to bleed. Milton yanked the door open, knotted his fists in the man’s jacket and flung him across the sidewalk into the stone wall of the restaurant. He crashed into it, staggering backwards into Milton’s embrace. He looped his right arm around the man’s throat, braced it with his left arm, and started to squeeze.


  “I’ve left a message for your boss, but you can repeat it. Tell him I’m not here for revenge. I know what happened to my colleague and it doesn’t have to be an issue between us. Tell him I want to see him. I can make it worth his while.” He looked back to the entrance. The big man, obviously dazed, had staggered outside. “I’ll be here for my dinner tomorrow evening. Tell him to come and see me. Understand?”


  “Si,” the man choked. “Si, si.”


  Milton released the chokehold and dropped the man to the sidewalk. He put on his coat, shoved the Beretta into his belt, and walked calmly and confidently to his bike.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  MILTON SPENT the day wandering around Naples. He assumed that he would be observed and, if he was, he wanted his observers to report that he was relaxed and unconcerned.


  He got onto his bike as the sun started to dip beneath the horizon and rode back to the bar in Castellabate. He took the same table as the previous night. Antonietta appeared after ten minutes. She was wearing a crimson dress, cut short to just above her knees. Her expression was haughty, just as before, but Milton detected a nervousness in her posture and the way she aimed repeated glances at the door.


  She left him to wait for another ten minutes before she came over and sat opposite him.


  “Hello, Antonietta.”


  “Good evening.”


  “Have you spoken to them?”


  “Yes. I did. I tell them what you told me to say.”


  “And what did they reply?”


  “They will be here tonight. They will speak to you.”


  “Thank you.”


  She frowned, glanced hurriedly at the door again and, when she looked back at him the superciliousness was gone, to be replaced with concern. “Are you sure, Signor Smith?”


  “Call me John, please.”


  “They will not do business with you, John. Is that not obvious?”


  “They haven’t heard what I have to say.”


  “Your friend tried and look what happened to him. They will shoot you.”


  “I doubt it.”


  “You are as stupid and stubborn as he was.”


  She returned to the bar.


  He ordered stuffed tortellini and ravioli with clams’ meat and drank an excellent glass of wine. He gazed out to sea, listening to the sound of energetic conversation, the clink of cutlery against crockery and the susurration of the waves running up the beach.


  When he looked up, Antonietta was looking over his shoulder towards the entrance. Her face was blank and then, as if at the pressing of a switch, it lit up into a warm smile.


  A fake smile.


  Milton turned.


  A man he had never seen before approached the table.


  “Do you mind?” he said, indicating the empty chair opposite him.


  “Not at all. Please.”


  The man pulled the chair back, took off his jacket and sat down. Milton looked him over. He was a large man, a little over six feet tall but heavyset, overweight, with an impression of thick solidity about him. His face was fleshy and vital and his eyes glittered with intelligence and cruelty. His lips were thin and white and there was something vaguely sadistic about the permanent smile that he wore.


  Two men had taken seats at the adjacent table. “Friends of yours?” Milton asked.


  The man didn’t answer. “What is your name?” he said.


  “John Smith. And who are you?”


  “I am Ernesto Gorgi Di Mauro,” he said. His English was inflected with a heavy Calabrian accent.


  “Thank you for coming to see me, Signor Di Mauro.”


  “You are lucky you have not been shot. You are a violent man, Signor Smith. One of my men has a broken nose and the other one has fifteen stitches in a cut to his head.”


  “I’m afraid they made me feel uncomfortable. Under the circumstances, I thought it better to get my shots in first.”


  “What circumstances are those?”


  “I think you know, Signor Di Mauro. A friend of mine took a dive off the road outside Castellabate.”


  “Ah, yes. You are referring to your colleague. A pity, what happened to him. I thought he was a pleasant man. And so you are here because of revenge?”


  “No.”


  “No, Antonietta says not, too. But she is a woman, and her judgment has proved to be lacking before.”


  “Not this time.”


  “So you say. But you will understand my reluctance to meet you. I very nearly did not come.”


  “Why did you?”


  He grinned. “Because I am not afraid of a single Englishman having his dinner in a restaurant that I own, in a town that I own, especially when I have a semi-automatic pistol aimed at his balls.”


  Milton didn’t flinch. “And your friends?”


  “Yes,” Ernesto said. “They are more formidable than those you met last night.”


  He offered nothing further and seemed prepared to let Milton stew in the silence. Milton did not. He looked at him blandly, perfectly content, happy to let the silence drift on.


  Ernesto cracked first. “You say you are not here for revenge. So what are you here for?”


  “Business.”


  “Really? After what happened to Signor Grieve?”


  “That’s right. My employer doesn’t bear grudges.”


  “I find that difficult to believe.”


  “Would you like me to tell you what I think happened to him? Why you did what you did?”


  “A drink, first. Would you like a glass of wine?”


  “Help yourself.” Milton nodded to the bottle he had ordered.


  Ernesto looked at it and screwed up his face. He looked up and Antonietta, who was hovering anxiously nearby, hurried across. “This,” he said, indicating the bottle from Gredo di Tufo, “is worse than cat piss. Bring us a bottle of Vietto Villero. Two glasses. I will give the Englishman an education in Italian wine.”


  Antonietta took the bottle away and returned with a fresh one. She opened it at the table and poured a quarter glass. Ernesto handed it to Milton and indicated that he should try it.


  Milton did. It was delicious.


  “Do you know Vietti?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t.”


  “It is from the southern slopes of Castiglione. The vineyards are all southern facing and there are remarkable minerals in the soil. It is one of the best wines in all of Italy.”


  Antonietta poured for both of them. Ernesto took his with his left hand and raised it, offered a “Salute,” and sipped. His right hand never rose above the table.


  “Can you smell the cherries? The rose petals?”


  Milton sipped. He was no expert on wine apart from the fact that a couple of bottles would get him good and drunk but even his uneducated palate could detect that it was crisp with acidity and well balanced.


  “Very good,” he said.


  Ernesto looked over at the two heavies, raised his glass and laughed. “Very good, he says. Very good!”


  They laughed compliantly. Milton took the chance to look in their direction, sizing them up. They were big and rangy. Neither man was drinking or eating and they were alert, looking back at him with eyes that didn’t smile. Armed, too, judging by the bulges in their jackets. They looked better than the hoodlums he had schooled last night. Fair enough, Milton thought. It would be very difficult to extricate himself from the restaurant if things took a turn for the worse.


  He would just have to make sure that didn’t happen.


  Ernesto placed his glass on the table and, his right hand still beneath the tablecloth, he looked at Milton with eyes that were suddenly dead and cold. “You were going to tell me what you think happened to your colleague.”


  “Yes. I was.” He placed the glass on the table and met Ernesto’s stare. “We know that the Camorra is dealing with Curtis Patterson. I believe you told Mr. Patterson that my employer was ready to negotiate for distribution into London and he offered you more. A lot more, probably. I suspect he wants to expand his network to the south. I think you decided it was best for business to continue that partnership rather than take the deal that my colleague proposed, and I think Mr. Patterson asked you to have him killed in order to rid himself of the competition.” He paused, holding Ernesto’s gaze. “How am I doing?”


  “Very good, Signor Smith. That is almost exactly what happened. What else do you know?”


  “I know you had him shot. A sniper on the road outside Castellabate.”


  “We did. There is a man we use for such work. A very effective man.”


  Milton nodded and smiled at Ernesto’s high spirits.


  The man sipped at the wine, his right hand still beneath the tablecloth. “But knowing all of that, and especially what happened to your friend, why would you be foolish enough to want to meet me?”


  “Because I think you are a businessman, Signor Di Mauro, in an organisation of businessmen. The Camorra didn’t get where it is today by taking emotional decisions. I think you will do what’s best for business. You will make the most profitable choice.” He leant forwards. “Tell me. What did Curtis Patterson offer you?”


  Ernesto laughed, shaking his head. “I do not think so, Signor Smith. Some things are not to be shared.”


  “Whatever it was, we’ll double it.”


  Ernesto stopped laughing.


  “But they offered millions, Signor Smith.”


  He didn’t flinch. “I’m sure they did.”


  “And you will offer twice that? Why would you think we would believe you?”


  “Because I’m here. Despite everything, I’m here, opposite you, with a gun pointing at my balls. I know the risk. I know if I can’t persuade you, you’ll kill me.”


  “But here you are.”


  “Here I am.”


  “And you must be either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid.”


  “Neither. I’m just confident.”


  Ernesto stared at him, frowning. This was it: if he decided that Milton was wasting his time, bluffing him, then he knew that the next few minutes would be messy and unpleasant. He was acutely aware of the man’s hand beneath the table, each flinch and flex of his arm.


  He reached his right hand up. He slipped it inside his jacket and Milton saw a spark of light against a metallic object as his pistol was holstered. He stood and smiled down at him. It wasn’t a friendly smile. It was predatory. “Very good, Signor Smith. You will understand that I need to speak to my associates. What you are proposing would amount to a significant change to our business. Such decisions are not taken lightly.”


  Milton pressed home his hard won advantage. “That’s fine. I’d do the same. The offer is open until tomorrow. If you choose not to accept it, we will look at other suppliers. Mr. Patterson, of course, will need to be brought to heel.”


  “Threatening him would be seen as an insult to us.”


  “We would mean no disrespect, but his family is a competitor in a business that we intend to dominate. I know you understand that.”


  Ernesto paused, as inscrutable expression on his doughy face, and Milton knew it could go either way. But then his little porcine eyes glittered with humour and his lips pulled up into a rictus smile.


  “You are a confident man, Signor Smith. You have what we call coglioni. Balls. You have courage. That is good. I like that.”


  Milton returned his smile, his eyes still cold.


  Ernesto gestured to the wine. “Keep the bottle, Signor Smith. Your palate will benefit from the education. Be here again tomorrow. We will speak then.”


   


  MILTON WAITED until the restaurant was empty. The waiters cleared away the plates, glasses and cutlery, removed the linen, turned the chairs upside down and slid them atop the tables.


  He took a seat at the bar and ordered another gin.


  “È finito,” the barman said to him, glaring at him.


  “I’m waiting for Antonietta.”


  “Non qui.”


  “Yes she is,” Milton said. “I’ll wait.”


  She came out of the back five minutes later.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Would you like to go somewhere for a drink?”


  She looked at him as if he was mad. “No thank you.”


  “Are you sure?”


  She hesitated. “You should be nervous, but you are not.”


  “It takes a lot to make me nervous. One drink.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you are very pretty. And I’d like to talk to you.”


  “You are foolish and I am tired.”


  “Perhaps another night.”


  “I do no think so.”


  “Then lunch. Tomorrow.”


  The girl smiled. “I thought Englishmen were supposed to be shy.”


  “Then you’d be surprised.”


  The waiter switched off the lights, leaving two small spots high above them. They glittered in her dark eyes. She looked into his face with what might have been concern. “Very well. I bathe every afternoon, on the beach, down there.” She pointed out towards the sea. “You will find me there tomorrow at two in the afternoon. I swim and I lie in the sun.”


  The waiter opened the door and waited there, ostentatiously, for them to notice.


  “We are shut,” Antonietta said.


  Milton walked with her to the door. The waiter was waiting outside with the key in his hand. Milton wondered whether he was connected to the Camorra, too. Probably.


  Antonietta held out her hand. “Goodnight, Signor Smith.”


  Milton said: “Two o'clock, then. I’ll see you tomorrow. Goodnight.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  MILTON RETURNED to Castellabate the following morning. He spent an hour wandering the streets of the small town, hoping to get a feeling for the place. He followed a lazy and idiosyncratic route, designed carefully to flush out anyone who might be tailing him. He thought that a man who followed him for ten minutes might have been a possibility, but, if he was, he realised that Milton was onto him and faded away as soon as he paused in the local church that had been dedicated to Santa Maria. After that, the surveillance, if there was any, was more discreet.


  There was no point in worrying about Ernesto. Either he would meet him or he would not. He would deal with either eventuality when he knew what the Italians had chosen to do.


  Milton bought a pair of flip flops, shorts and a t-shirt. He bought a newspaper and ambled back to the restaurant. Tables had been dragged down to the promenade and he took a chair at one of them, turning it to face out to the sea. The sun was already hot, burning down from a clear sky, and the water in the wide bay sparkled and glittered. Milton opened his newspaper and read. There was nothing more on Number Three. His story, like his car, had sunk down beneath the surface to be forgotten. The table next to his was occupied by an American couple who, he quickly gathered, were on their own version of a Grand Tour, vacationing throughout Europe. They had a collection of postcards and spent half an hour filling them out. Milton tuned them out.


  Milton had an early lunch and paused for a moment in the restroom. The space beneath his left armpit where he usually carried his pistol was conspicuously empty, and it made him feel uncomfortable. He knew the men he was dealing with were dangerous, and facing them without a weapon was unsettling.


  He changed into the things that he had bought. The t-shirt was cut well up the arm and it revealed the wings of the angel tattooed across his shoulders.


  It was time to go.


  He turned on the tap and splashed cold water onto his face.


  Showtime.


   


  MILTON WAS sweating by the time he had walked the short distance from the town down to the beach. He stood for a moment in the shade of a beach café while he got his bearings.


  The café was in bad shape, obviously only used in the high season and left to rot for the rest of the year. He heard the sound of a smartphone playing Italian dance music inside. The proprietor offered sandwiches wrapped in polythene, the bread gone stale and the cheese limp. There were expensive bottles of water, cans of Coke and Orangina.


  There was a rocky breakwater that extended a finger out into the sea and, beyond that, a fashionable restaurant and bar. On the beach, a brown skinned local offered sun loungers and parasols for rent while a woman, his wife perhaps, stood guard over a small armada of pedaloes that had been dragged up onto the beach. There was a margin of flinty stones, fifty yards of sand, and then the hushing of the sea. There were a handful of bathers, two of them swimming out beyond the buoys that marked the start of the beach, the others splashing happily in the shallows. Milton counted eighteen people stretched out on the sand. He waited a minute, watching them quietly, but there was no suggestion that they posed him a threat. It was impossible to say for sure, of course, for it would have been simplicity itself for one of them to hide a gun or a knife beneath their towel, but Milton’s instincts had not been triggered by any of them. He took a final look to the left and the right and then stepped down from the stone wall of the promenade, onto the burning hot duckboards and then into the warm, soft, give of a sandy path through the stones.


  He followed the path to the main beach and then kept going down to the sea. He was wearing the flip-flops and he took them off and stepped into the wash, deep enough so that the warm water could lap up at his calves. He took off the shirt, too, mopping his face and then stuffing it into the pocket of the cargo shorts. To the left, until it disappeared in the autumn heat haze, the beach swept away in a slight curve towards steep cliffs. To the right was the rocky breakwater and the seawall on which the restaurant had been constructed. Fishermen perched on the wall, their hopeful lines cast out before them. Milton turned back, scanning the beach again. He could see the sunbathers better from this direction, some of them sheltering under colourful parasols. Further back, he could see the parking lot where he had left his Ducati, the obscene green of a golf course that catered to tourists with pockets deep enough to afford a round, and then, at the back of it all, the gentle climb of brown and green uplands and the mountains beyond.


  Milton’s eye was drawn to one of the sunbathers. She was lying on her stomach, her dark hair tied up in a bun that rested in the nape of her neck. Her skin was as brown as a nut, garlanded with little droplets of perspiration, the sun blazing down hard onto her.


  Milton went across.


  “Good afternoon.”


  She was topless, her breasts pressed down beneath her chest. She looked up, her eyes obscured by a large pair of sunglasses. Milton’s shadow fell over her back. She was wearing a red bikini that contrasted with her darkened skin and she was lying on a pastel coloured beach towel.


  “Signor Smith.”


  He felt her shaded eyes on his body, the tightly packed muscles of his stomach. It might have been that or perhaps she had seen his litany of scars: the knife wound in his side, the bullet hole in his clavicle, the evidence of his motorcycle accident on his legs.


  “It is hot, yes?”


  “Very.”


  He sat down next to her. The sun was burning hot.


  “Too hot for an Englishman?”


  “Almost,” he said, deciding not to tell her of the time he had spent in the deserts of the Middle East. This was hot. They had sweltered.


  “Why did you want to see me?”


  “I told you. You are a pretty—“


  She snorted, waving the compliment away. “I don’t think so, Signor. You want to know about Ernesto and the others.”


  “Only if it is safe for you to talk about them.”


  She laughed again, a bitter laugh. “Safe? Of course it isn’t safe. This is the mafia, Signor Smith. Worse, it is the Camorra. I have become too involved with them to ever be safe. Safety is for other people.”


  “What happened?”


  “How did I become involved?” she asked. He nodded. “My father was an important man in the organisation. He was Ernesto, before Ernesto was Ernesto. Do you understand?”


  “Yes.”


  “I doubt that you do.”


  Milton looked away discreetly as she arranged her bikini top around her, and then she sat up and took a bottle of water and a packet of cigarettes from her bag. She took a long draught of the water and offered the bottle to Milton. He drank.


  “My father was shot by a rival. His killer, too, was killed. I was involved in the family business long before it happened. I was seeing a man, too, a capo.”


  “And where is he?”


  She smiled at him. “He is dead. They are all dead.”


  She tore the packet open, took a cigarette and offered the packet to Milton. He took one, held it between his lips and ducked his head so that she could light it for him.


  “I do not need your pity, Signor Smith. What good will it do me? It is worthless.”


  She blew smoke into the air, her eyes inscrutable behind the dark saucers of her sunglasses.


  “Did you tell anyone that you were meeting me?”


  “No, but they will know. The tourists,” she said the word contemptuously, “they are oblivious, but everyone else is either in the mafia or paying the mafia. Privacy is difficult here, Signor.”


  “Is there somewhere we could go? Your room?”


  Her lips twitched up in a half smile but she shook her head. “I do not think so. We will stay here and you may ask me your questions. What is it you want to know?”


  She drew up her knees, holding the cigarette between thumb and forefinger and drawing down on it hungrily. He found it difficult to read her.


  “Who killed my colleague?”


  She shrugged.


  “Tell me?”


  She inhaled and exhaled. “Ernesto would be very angry with me if I told you that.”


  “There’s no reason why he would ever find out.”


  “You are so naïve, Signor Smith. It is almost charming.”


  “Humour me, then. Who was it?”


  “He is Tarantula.”


  “What?”


  “That man, that is what they call him. Tarantula.”


  “Why?”


  “I hear he has a spider on his face. A tattoo. I have never seen him. He only works for the Camorra. No-one else. They say that you only see him for a moment before…” She drew her finger across her shapely neck. “Before la fine. The end.”


  There came the sound of a cellphone from inside Antonietta’s bag. She reached inside and took it out. Her face changed as she saw who was calling. The insouciance that seemed such an important part of her character fell away, the rug pulled from beneath her feet.


  He knew it was Ernesto.


  She took the call, standing and walking away from Milton so that he could only hear the soft sound of her voice. It was a short conversation, but Milton could tell from the way that her posture became defensive that she was being chided for some ill. She finished the call and returned her cellphone to her bag.


  “Well?” he said.


  “They are not coming.”


  Milton stiffened. “They don’t want to see me?”


  “No, they do. But in Naples. Not here.”


  “Where in Naples?”


  “The docks. There is a restaurant there, a working man’s place, not like here, not for tourists like this. I can tell you where it is.”


  “Is that good or bad?”


  She didn’t answer.


  “Antonietta? Is there anything else I should know?”


  She paused, almost reflexively looking around. “I do not know you, Signor Smith, but I like you. I would not like to see you killed. Ernesto is a very dangerous man and I have been involved with him for long enough to have blood on my hands. Your friend, Signor Grieve, he was pleasant, like you have been pleasant. I liked him, too. And what happened to him was unfair. It was wrong. And I do not want it to happen to you.”


  “What happened to him, Antonietta?”


  “He met Ernesto at the restaurant, on the Monday. Like you. They spoke. Ernesto told him to come back again on the Tuesday. And he didn’t come. He told me to send him to the restaurant in Naples. The same as you.”


  “And then he was shot?”


  “Yes.”


   


  MILTON SAT on the Ducati and thought about what he should do. He knew there was a very good chance that he was being set up. He knew everything that had happened to Number Three now. Grieve had been sent to the restaurant to establish his location. Antonietta had called her cousin when he had set off for Naples and Ernesto had contacted the assassin. There was only one route north from Castellabate and he would have known that Owen Grieve would have had to follow it. There would have been little else to do. The road, the point where it curved around the cliff face, the perfect vantage point, the perfect spot to fire.


  The snare was laid and the rabbit had been sent right into the middle of it.


  All that the sniper had to do was take the shot.


  If Ernesto had not bought his story last night, the odds were that he was going to be next.


  Had he bought his story?


  There was no way of knowing short of going to see him.


  And if he wanted to make the appointment, he had no choice but to follow the coast road.


  The same route that Number Three had taken.


  Would they try the same trick, even though they knew Milton must surely anticipate it?


  Or were they teasing him? Trying to keep him off guard?


  He started the engine. He turned back to the beach and saw Antonietta watching him, her eyes unfathomable beneath the pellucid shades. She waited and watched as he put the bike into gear and pulled away.


  He turned to the north.


  CHAPTER NINE


  MILTON FOLLOWED the road out of the town and into the verdant countryside that surrounded it. It was even hotter now and he raised his visor a little to let the air in. The roads were quiet, with just a few cars and merchants’ trucks buzzing into and out of town. As he pressed on to the north, the traffic became scarcer until it disappeared altogether.


  He turned onto the coastal road.


  The ocean stretched away to the wispy horizon to his right and the sheer face of the rock hemmed him in on the left. Gulls wheeled high overhead. Scuds of cloud raced across the emerald water.


  Milton entered the tunnel and began the lazy curve that would end in the straight where Number Three had been shot.


  He gripped the handlebars, opened up the revs and felt the sudden acceleration. He flicked up through the gears, touching sixty, leaning down with the bike so that his knee was inches from the asphalt.


  Seventy.


  The big bike roared out of the tunnel and burst forward onto the straight.


  Eighty.


  Milton glanced up at the ridge where the sniper had lain in wait for Three, but the sun was behind the trees and the glare blinded him. He blinked it away and kept the throttle open.


  Ninety.


  The straight lasted for nine hundred yards.


  One hundred miles an hour.


  It took him fifteen seconds to race across it. The ridge passed in a blur of green vegetation and grey rocks and then he was speeding headlong towards the unguarded drop where Three’s journey had come to an abrupt, and fatal, end.


  He was going too fast to take the corner.


  He squeezed the brakes and turned in, the rear wheel sliding out, impossible to control. The bike skidded across the road, the front wheel passing the apex, and Milton held on tight and opened the throttle again. The back wheel scrabbled against the rough dirt on the edge of the road, inches from the drop to the water below, and then Milton found enough traction to aim the bike back onto the road.


  He was clear.


  He slowed, dropping down to forty.


  There had been no shot.


  He was still in one piece.


   


  IT TOOK another two hours to reach the outskirts of Naples. Milton followed Antonietta’s instructions, tracing his way around the perimeter of the city towards the sea. He found the Corso San Giovanni and kept turning towards the sea until he found the Calata Porta di Massa and the port.


  Milton drove onto the dock. He parked the bike and walked the rest of the way to the address he had been given. It was a rough and edgy place, with an atmosphere of incipient violence that put him on edge. He passed little groups of men, workers on their breaks, smoking, glaring at him with unmasked enmity. He followed the line of the wharf, counting down the various piers. The water down below looked diseased: ships emptied their bilge tanks and hosed down their holds, spraying out the detritus from whatever it was that they had carried. Yellow foam dripped into the water like poison. Diesel and petrol glistened on the surface, refracting the light in tiny rainbows. Pleasure craft tossed their trash overboard, and it was swept into the bay. The mess of garbage and pollution congealed into a hard scum that crusted up against the pilings and slid to and fro on the listless tide, all along the coastline. The water, in places, looked more like slime.


  He kept walking. The wharf held thousands of multicoloured containers, avenues of crates and boxes like a tiny metallic city. Milton had imagined that the port would be noisy and full of life, but it was eerily quite. There were only a handful of longshoremen, slouching in the cabs of the cranes and trucks that ferried the freight around. The efficient quiet of a mechanised factory was everywhere.


  The restaurant was very different to the one where he had met Ernesto the night before. That had been clean and tidy, cynically imbued with character to appeal to the tourists that passed up and down the coast. This place, though, was something else. It was a small room that had been filled with tables, their Formica tops stained and chipped, the chairs around them old and damaged so that the stuffing peeked out of rents in the leather, black grids of gaffer tape holding them together. It was the kind of place where the produce really was straight from the sea, just hours away from capture, and served with the lackadaisical attitude towards hygiene that guaranteed that the flavour would be good but that eating it was a game of Russian roulette, a guarantee of infection if you ate enough and your stomach was untrained. Milton liked the look of it. In a day when seafood always tasted the same, bland and boring, it was a risk he would have been prepared to take.


  The other tables were full. There were tattooed longshoremen and stevedores, drinking beer and smoking roll-up cigarettes. The atmosphere was heavy with smoke and the smell of sweat and, as Milton pushed the glass door aside, they looked up at him with suspicious, unfriendly eyes.


  Milton ignored them. He scanned the room. Ernesto was sitting at a table towards the back. The two heavies who had accompanied him to Castellabate last night were on the adjacent table. Two other men that Milton recognised were sitting with him: the big man he had beaten in the lobby and his whipcrack thin friend.


  Milton went over expecting trouble.


  “Good day,” he said.


  “Signor Smith.”


  “I got your message.”


  He nodded in the fashion of a monarch welcoming a supplicant.


  Milton faced Ernesto, keeping the two thugs to his right hand side. He could feel the waves of animosity radiating from them.


  “You remember my friends, Signor Smith.”


  It wasn’t a question. “I do.” He stepped around a quarter turn and acknowledged them both with a nod and a tight smile. They both bore the signs of the beating that he had inflicted: the thin man had a bandage around his head and the big man had a livid bruise around both eye sockets. Milton guessed that Ernesto had brought them here in an attempt to buffet him, knock him off guard, but, if that was his motivation, it didn’t work. They stared up at him with baleful glares and he looked back at them, unmoved.


  Ernesto spoke to them in Italian and, wincing with discomfort, they pushed their chairs away from the table and left.


  “Sit, Signor Smith.”


  He did. “Have you given any thought to my offer?”


  “I have given it much thought.”


  “And?”


  “I believe I have two options. First, I could reject it. My organisation has an excellent relationship with Signor Patterson and his brothers. We have worked together for many months, they sell our product and they want more, they are discreet and they always pay their bills on time. All of those are valuable qualities we look for in a partner.”


  “If you choose to do that?”


  “That, of course, would mean that I would have to shoot you and throw your body into the harbour.”


  He said it without emotion or inflection, as if it was the most mundane of chores.


  “The other choice?”


  “That we accept your offer.”


  “I have to be honest,” Milton said, “I prefer that to the first.”


  “I am sure that you do, Signor Smith.”


  “And do you have a preference?”


  “That depends on you. We need a demonstration of your bona fides.”


  “A cash demonstration?”


  He grinned. “Of course. Our friends from Liverpool, when we told them of Signor Grieve and his interest, they demonstrated how important our relationship was to them with a very large financial gesture.”


  “I already told you that: we will double it.”


  “That is a brave statement, Signor, when you don’t know how much they offered to us.”


  “I told you before, it doesn’t matter. You just have to say.”


  “Very well.” He leaned across the table, his tongue darting out of the corner of his mouth to wet his lips. “The merchandise that we provide for our friends is priced at fifty-one thousand Euros per kilogram.”


  “How many kilograms do they buy from you a year?”


  “Two metric tonnes.”


  Milton quickly calculated. “One hundred million.”


  “One hundred and two,” he corrected with an avaricious smile. “And they have agreed to increase the price they pay to fifty-two thousand Euros per kilogram.”


  “One hundred and four million. Two million more.”


  “Which you have promised to double.”


  Milton leaned in, too, and stared right at him. “How about I say we’ll give you a nice round five million?”


  Ernesto clucked his tongue and shook his head. “Anyone can pluck a figure from the air, Signor Smith.” He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. “I would need to see some money now. A concrete expression of interest.”


  “A non-refundable deposit, you mean?”


  “If you like.”


  “How about half a million tonight?”


  “Tonight? Really? You can get it, just like that?”


  “Yes or no, Signor Di Mauro?”


  The Italian’s avuncularity was just a mask, Milton knew that, and now he put it away. He was a murderer, a pimp, a smuggler, with a soul that was black as pitch. The malice and greed shone out of his eyes as he laid a fat hand over Milton’s and squeezed it. “I will eat my dinner here at ten. If you can bring the money by the time I have finished then we have a deal.”


  Milton was not frightened of him. He had seen far worse than this fat Italian braggart, faced those men down and ended their lives.


  And he had the advantage in this negotiation.


  Milton knew everything.


  Ernesto Gorgi Di Mauro knew nothing.


  He had no idea what he was getting himself into.


  If he had, he would have left the table, got into his hundred thousand dollar sedan and driven away as fast and as far as he could.


  CHAPTER TEN


  MILTON RODE to the Stazione Napoli Centrale railway station in the piazza Guiseppe Garibaldi. It was busy, with plenty of passengers gathered in the concourse. Milton bought a ticket for Concordia and took the first train from the underground station that served the local stops.


  This was an SDR—a Surveillance Detection Run—and it was a procedure that had become second nature to him. It was a simple enough thing: a route that was designed to force anyone who was intent on following to reveal himself. The city was so thronged with people that Milton would never have been able to be completely sure if he was being tailed or not. And he needed to be sure. Compromising the identity of the quartermaster would have been an unforgivable sin under any circumstance. The operation would certainly have been compromised. Both the agent and Milton would have been put in mortal danger.


  He disembarked at Via Emanuele and headed back into the city against the flow of the traffic. The carriage was emptier and it made it easier for him to confirm that he was alone. He disembarked when he was halfway back to the station, waiting for the next train to complete his return trip. This carriage, too, was almost deserted, and there was no-one aboard who he recognised. He was confident; it would have been impossible to follow him undetected.


  He took out his cellphone and sent a text to a number that he had stored next to the name Carlo. It was a simple message, asking if Carlo was around this evening for dinner.


  The reply arrived two minutes later. Carlo said that he was going to be at the Museo Cappella Sansevero at nine and that Milton should come too.


  He replied that he would be there.


  He knew to count back seven listings in the sightseeing section of the Time Out Guide to Napoli and to subtract two hours. That meant that the rendezvous was to be at the San Carlo opera house at seven.


   


  MILTON COLLECTED his bike from the station and rode the short distance across town to the opera house. Milton left the Ducati in one of the little side streets around the opera house and approached carefully, his eyes wide open.


  Milton knew very little about opera—he had listened to Radiohead on the flight from Heathrow—but he appreciated stately architecture and Naples’ classical opera house was an impressive sight. It was a vision of gilded opulence, with the regal grandeur of its design and decoration acting as a magnet for visitors for centuries.


  As a site for the meet, it had been chosen well. It was busy, for a start, the crowd of opera fans in their evening finery and the tourists gaping at the building providing plenty of cover within which it would be a simple thing to hide. Those narrow Neapolitan streets and alleys in the vicinity were helpful, too, offering plenty of ways to approach the building and no obvious places where it would be possible to set up and observe the comings and goings. They would provide excellent means of escape, too, should they be needed. Milton approved.


  He walked towards the entrance, his eyes open as he scanned the faces of the people around him.


  He became aware of a woman walking alongside him and, just as she peeled away into one of the alleys, she fixed him with a meaningful stare that he could not mistake.


  He stopped to tie a lace that did not need tying and used the pause to check his immediate surroundings once more. Satisfied that he was unobserved, he stood and followed her.


   


  SHE STOPPED at a café that had three tables and chairs on the pavement outside the entrance. She eschewed these, continuing beneath the awning and going inside. Milton checked both ways a final time and, satisfied, followed her. It was a small establishment, dark, and full of little nooks and crannies that offered plenty of privacy. The woman took a seat at the front of the café, shielded from the entrance, making sure that she was facing out towards the street. Milton sat down next to her, uncomfortable; that was the way he preferred to align himself.


  The proprietor bustled up to their table and took their order. The woman ordered an espresso and biscotti. Milton took a cappuccino.


  “Number Eight,” she said.


  “Q.,” Milton replied. He didn’t know her name and she didn’t know his. That was the way it was supposed to be. If either were compromised, it would be more difficult to burn another agent when nothing was known about him or her. Her name, who she was, where she lived; all of it was unknown to Milton. Group Fifteen had quartermasters embedded in every theatre in which its agents operated. In practical terms, that meant there was someone in every country of the world. They stood ready to assist; intelligence, weapons, and, in extremis, close support.


  “How are you finding Napoli?” she asked him.


  “Full of bad men.”


  “Yes,” she said. “That is true, and unfortunate. The Camorra are particularly powerful here.”


  Milton had to fight the urge to stare. He had met many quartermasters, but none as attractive as the Q. who operated in this part of Italy. She was extraordinarily pretty, with lustrous dark hair that fell to her shoulders, plump lips, and dark eyes that sparked with life.


  “You were not followed?” she said.


  “Of course not.”


  “Number Three said the same thing. Look what happen to him.”


  “I’m not Number Three.”


  “We shall see.” She sipped her coffee, looking at him over the rim of the cup. “Have you made progress?”


  “Yes. I’ve met them. I’m meeting them again tonight.”


  “And what do you need?”


  “Equipment.”


  “Go on.”


  “A machine-pistol.”


  “MP5?”


  “That would be best.”


  “Then I have one. What else?”


  “A pistol, preferably a Sig.”


  “P226?”


  “Perfect.”


  “And what else?”


  “Grenades.”


  “Fragmentation?”


  “A selection.”


  “I’ll need a little extra time for that, but it can be done. Is that all?”


  “No. I need money.”


  “How much?”


  “A lot. Half a million, by tonight.”


  She didn’t flinch. “Dollars or Euros?”


  “Euros.”


  She stretched over the table and, in the pretence of holding Milton’s hand, dropped a small key into his palm.


  “There is a self-storage business on Via Saggese. Go to box number twenty-eight. Everything you need is there. You will have privacy. Take what you need.”


  “I need a tracker, too.”


  “Yes,” she said, drawing the word out. “There is one there. Although I think perhaps not as small as you would like.”


  He frowned. “How small is small?”


  She opened a gap up between her thumb and forefinger: the size of a small coin.


  Milton rolled his eyes.


  “Bigger than I would like, but the other one,” she gave a particularly expressive Latin shrug, “it is at the bottom of the ocean with Number Three and I have not had the time to find another.”


  Milton sighed, looking up at the sliver of sky between the buildings. “It’s alright for you, I’ve got to give it to them. If they search the money properly, they’re not going to be able to miss something as big as that, are they?”


  She shrugged. “It is reliable.”


  “As big as that? I should hope so.”


  She ignored his irritation. “I have the receiver. Deliver the tracker to them and I will be able to follow it.”


  “And his calls?”


  “He is being monitored. We can meet later to talk about that, and so that you can have your grenades. I will text you.”


  “Very good.” He stood.


  “And then, Number Eight?”


  “And then I’ll go to work.”


   


  MILTON RODE to the storage facility. There was a one storey office building behind a high wire mesh fence and, arranged behind that, a collection of shipping crates that had been refashioned into storage lockers of various sizes. He went into the office, nodded to the bored looking clerk behind the desk, and went out the rear door into the maze of crates. He followed the directions to number twenty-eight. The blue painted crate had not been sub-divided. He unlocked the door and stepped inside, comfortable that he would have the seclusion that he needed.


  There was a light switch next to the door and he pressed it. A single bulb was installed in a fitting on the ceiling in the middle of the space, and the light it cast out revealed a rack that had been fitted to the facing wall. The rack held an array of weapons: automatic rifles, long guns, machine pistols, semiautos. There was ammunition, too, of every calibre. It was a small armoury.


  Milton went over and took down a new Heckler & Koch MP5. It was the collapsing stock variant with the integral suppressor. Milton was familiar with the gun: sturdy, reliable, accurate and quiet, particularly with the suppressor and subsonic ammunition. It fired from a closed bolt, ensuring accuracy, and was equipped with a Tasco laser sight. There was plenty of spare ammunition. Ideal.


  He put the machine pistol aside, reached back to the rack and selected a Sig Sauer P226. The semiautomatic pistol was a point and shoot gun with no need for a manual safety. There were three spare magazines and a further box of 9mm ammunition. There was a shoulder holster and he slotted the pistol inside it, putting it on and hiding it beneath his jacket.


  There was a leather satchel hung from one of the lower hooks. Milton went to it, took it down, and unzipped it.


  There was a stack of bank notes inside.


  He opened the bag as wide as the zip would allow and took out the money. The half million had been provided in one thousand five hundred Euro notes, the wide purple notes banded together in ten thick bundles. He held the money to his nose, absently breathing in the dusty paper scent, and then stacked them back in the bag again.


  There was a pouch at the front of the satchel. Milton opened it and took out the GPS tracker. He was annoyed afresh. It was a consumer model, a Garmin, not even one that the techs in the basement laboratory next to the Thames had worked on. It was about the diameter of a ten pence piece, and as thick as three of them. The functionality was simple enough: there was a rubber on-off button, a small LED status light and a mini-USB port for charging. It was the smallest tracker available to the public, but it was still ten times larger than the miniaturised models that he had used before. He had seen one that was so thin that it would have been possible to hide it inside a bundle of notes, to remain invisible until the notes were counted individually.


  That would have been safe.


  This? Not so much. There was no way that it would go unnoticed if the bag was searched.


  He put the guns and the tracker into the bag, zipped it up, opened the door and stepped outside.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  MILTON RETURNED to his hotel suite. The hair that he had stuck to the jamb and the panel of the door was still in place and, inside, the spread of talcum powder had not been disturbed. Nevertheless, he quickly inspected the rooms, one by one, only relaxing when he was as confident as he could be that no one had been inside while he had been away.


  He opened the safe and deposited the pistol, ammunition and the shoulder holster inside. The MP5 was too large to fit, and so he hauled up the mattress and hid the gun on the slats of the bed’s frame, dropping the mattress back over the top of it.


  He undressed and took a cold shower, standing under the jet until his skin was tingling. He wrapped a towel around his waist and went back to the bedroom. He removed fresh underwear and a white t-shirt from his case and dressed.


  He opened the pouch on the front of the satchel and removed the tracker. He held it in his palm. It was large.


  He was going to have to be creative.


   


  MILTON rode back to the docks, left his bike and walked to the bar. It was late, ten o’clock, and, although the jetties and wharves were still busy, the darkness filled the avenues between the storage containers, a deep gloom within which it would be a simple thing to hide. As assassin, waiting for him to come back? He wouldn’t need a high powered rifle. He could sit in a darkened spot with a pistol and there would be nothing that Milton could do about it. He felt the roil of apprehension in his stomach, a prickle between his shoulder blades, but he kept going.


  The restaurant was busy again, rowdy with drunken banter. Ernesto Gorgi Di Mauro seemed surprised to see him, as if he had secretly suspected that Milton had spun him a line earlier in order to get out of the bar in one piece.


  “Signor Smith. You have returned.”


  “Of course.”


  “I will be honest, I did not think we would see you again.”


  “I told you I was serious, Ernesto. I don’t play games. I mean what I say.”


  “How serious are you?”


  Milton lifted the bag and deposited it on the table in front of him.


  Ernesto displayed no concern about being seen with so much money in a public place. He opened the satchel, brazenly, and tipped the banknotes onto the table.


  He nodded appreciatively.


  “Where do you find this much money in such a hurry?”


  “I went to the bank,” Milton replied, smiling a little, enough to make them wonder whether he might even be telling the truth.


  “The bank? It must have impressive service, Signor Smith, to be able to find this much money so quickly.”


  “My organisation is a very good customer. They try especially hard to please us.”


  “I can see that.” He waved his hand across the scattered bundles of notes. “It is all here? All five hundred thousand?”


  “Count it if you don’t trust me.”


  Ernesto looked at him slyly, assessing, but Milton held his eye. He knew that he dare not look away first. Any sign of weakness, even of a lack of confidence, and he knew that his control of the situation would quickly be lost. He was unarmed, in a room full of murderers. He might be able to take two or three of them out with his hands and feet, perhaps even disarm one and use his weapon, but they would be able to overpower him eventually. And then… well, Milton knew what would come next. Number Three’s demise would be pleasant by comparison.


  “No,” Ernesto said, “no, I believe you. Why would you be foolish enough to try to take advantage of us for the sake of a few thousand Euros?”


  “The opportunity to work together is too valuable.”


  “You know what would happen if you did, yes?”


  He was reminding him about Grieve. Seeing if it would make him buckle.


  It did not. Milton held his gaze.


  He became aware that the other men had stopped talking. They were all watching him to see how he would react.


  Milton did not buckle. He stood there, implacable, cool.


  Ernesto laughed—a big, explosive laugh—and his men took their cue and laughed with him.


  “My apologies for doubting you, Signor Smith.”


  “No apology needed.”


  He turned in his chair and called across to the bar. “Grappa,” he barked out. “A drink for our English friend.”


  The waitress brought over a bottle and two shot glasses.


  Ernesto took it and showed the label to Milton. “Bocchino Cantina Privata Grappa. The best you can buy.”


  He put the glasses on the table, opened the bottle and prepared to pour.


  Milton put his hand over his glass. “No.”


  “No?” Ernesto looked as if he could be offended very easily.


  “We haven’t concluded our business yet.”


  “What?” Ernesto said. “The practicalities? The supply? You should not worry. It will be a simple enough thing.”


  “Not just that.” Milton’s face was calm and composed.


  “What? We are done for tonight.”


  “Not yet,” Milton said. “There’s something else that I want.”


  Ernesto looked at him for a long moment, a frown on his chubby forehead, and then he smiled a cold, cruel smile. “Ah, yes. Our friends. I understand.”


  “They must be removed.”


  “When would you like it done?”


  “As soon as possible. Tomorrow.”


  Ernesto looked up to one of his captains. “È possibile?” he asked.


  The man shrugged, his lip curling up, and then he gave a curt nod. “Può essere fatto.”


  “He says it can be done,” Ernesto said.


  Milton nodded, too. “Good. Now we’re finished. I’ll have that drink.”


   


  THERE WAS celebrating to be done to mark the conclusion of their agreement.


  Milton paced himself carefully. He knew his limits and he did not want to exceed them. Ernesto and the others drank freely and Milton kept just a glass or two behind them, not so much as to draw attention to himself but enough so that he would be able to do what he needed to do. There were more bottles of grappa, and then wine, and then bottles of vodka and gin. Ernesto drank heavily, but it was obvious that he had a prodigious capacity for it. His conversation became more effusive, his jokes bawdier, but the same glitter of concentrated evil remained steady and unstinting in his eyes.


  Milton finished his glass, pushed it across the table and started his act.


  The big man from the restaurant in Castellabate, the man whose nose Milton had broken, was at the bar. He had been watching him all night. There was hatred in the way he looked at him, the way he levelled his stare at him whenever he thought that Milton was looking in his direction. Milton encouraged it, looking at him for a moment longer than he needed to, an unspoken challenge, a questioning of his stomach. The man was big, much bigger than Milton, and the ease with which he had been bested must have eaten at him. Perhaps he had been teased by the others, about how the Englishman, five inches smaller and a hundred pounds lighter had dealt with him without even breaking sweat.


  Milton was counting on all of that.


  Milton stood and turned so that he was looking straight at him.


  “What?” he said.


  The big man frowned at him, confused, before his natural aggression reasserted itself. He cocked an eyebrow and pushed away from the bar, rising up to his full six foot five.


  “What are you looking at?” Milton asked him.


  The man glared back.


  “You got a problem with me?”


  The man said nothing.


  “What is it? Lost your tongue?”


  Ernesto was still at the table. He sat back, his arms folded, and watched. He said nothing.


  Milton leered at the man. “I thought you would’ve learnt your lesson. The last time… your nose.”


  The man dabbed his fingers against the tape on his nose before he knew what he was doing.


  Milton stepped forwards until there was less than the span of his arm between them.


  The other men quietened down. Ernesto still did nothing.


  The man with the broken nose tried to hold Milton’s eye. Milton could see that he was nervous, but that he was doing everything he could to suppress the evidence. He couldn’t back down in a room full of his peers. Milton had anticipated that.


  He ducked his head at the man, a sudden and unexpected movement that made him flinch.


  It must have looked aberrant, the difference in size between them, the smaller man behaving as if he was calling the bigger one out.


  The other men in the room laughed.


  Ernesto smiled.


  Milton watched the big man: the way his right fist clenched and then unclenched, the colour that gradually rose in his face, the change in the distribution of his weight, so subtle that he might not even have noticed it, the alteration that would make it easier for him to lead out with a punch.


  Milton had been trained to recognise the signs.


  Another prod.


  It wouldn’t take much more.


  “I was surprised,” Milton said, speaking to Ernesto although he didn’t take his eye off the big man. “Sending someone like this to intimidate me.” He indicated the blowsy woman behind the bar with a sharp nod of his head. “You would’ve had more luck sending her.”


  That was all the big man was prepared to take. Milton noticed his fist clench and stay clenched, the whiteness around his knuckles speaking to the tension in his hand. He adjusted his own balance by small degrees as he anticipated the trajectory of the blow, watched the man draw back his right fist and throw a powerful, ugly, and ineffective cross.


  He stepped forwards, pushing his forearm up and blocking the punch enough to deflect it harmlessly against his shoulder. The man was unbalanced now, and it was easy for Milton to grab the lapels of his jacket and sweep his legs. He pushed down, the man crashing into the floorboards with Milton on top of him.


  Milton had to hurt him now.


  He drew back his right fist and pummelled the man in the face.


  Blood splashed onto the bar, across the floor, over Milton.


  His fist throbbed, but he drew it back again, punched again.


  More blood.


  He drew it back a third time, his knuckles on fire, and drilled it down again.


  The man’s head lolled helplessly.


  Another one or two punches and he would kill him.


  Milton drew back again.


  Ernesto got out of his chair and went to Milton, pulling him away from his bloodied lieutenant.


  “Enough,” he said firmly.


  Milton had one chance. He turned into Ernesto, as if unsure who had just accosted him, ready to attack again. He was close enough so that the sharp motion of his arm across the Italian’s chest was not unusual. He was close enough so that it would have been difficult to notice how his index finger widened the opening of Ernesto’s jacket pocket. Most importantly, he was close enough that only someone watching him intently would have seen the tracker as he let it drop from between his forefinger and ring finger and into the open pocket. And no-one was watching him intently. The others had been captivated by his sudden explosion of brutality and, now, the barely credible prospect that he was about to attack their boss, too.


  Ernesto stumbled backwards. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a holstered pistol. He aimed it straight at Milton’s head.


  Milton raised his hands. “Sorry.”


  Ernesto held his aim steady. The big man groaned on the floor. Milton knew: this could go either way. He was counting on Ernesto’s greed.


  The fat Italian drew his bottom lip back between his teeth, sucked in his breath, and then started to laugh. It began as a twitch at the corner of his mouth, and then a glint in his cruel eyes, and then a chuckle that became louder and more vociferous.


  Milton stepped back and manufactured a wry expression. He shook out his fist for emphasis, shrugging as if to say that he knew what he had done was stupid and reckless, and that served to amplify Ernesto’s hilarity. The atmosphere changed on a sixpence, the men taking their cue from their capo.


  “You are a crazy man, Signor Smith,” he said, accentuating his point by stabbing the gun in the direction of his head.


  “I didn’t like the way he was looking at me.”


  “I nearly shot you.”


  Milton shrugged. “I’m glad you didn’t.”


  Ernesto convulsed with laughter.


  “The deal would have been off, yes? But business, Signor Smith, I can make allowances for business. It is the only thing that matters. Guiseppe”—he indicated the man on the floor—“he is an oaf. He gets what he deserves.”


  Milton spared the man a glance: he had come around and two of the others were dragging him onto his feet.


  Ernesto holstered the pistol and clapped Milton on the shoulder. “You are foolish, Signor Smith, but you are a dangerous man. Your fists… you know how to use them.”


  More dangerous than you could possibly know.


  “Now,” the Italian said. “One more drink.”


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  MILTON RETURNED to the hotel. His room was still undisturbed. He moved quickly, taking the P226 from the safe and the MP5 from beneath the mattress. He wore the Sig Sauer in the shoulder holster and the H&K on its shoulder strap, both hidden by his leather jacket. He packed his bag and then spent an hour cleaning the room. He wiped down all of the surfaces, paying special attention to those that he knew he had touched, cleaning away his prints. When he was done, he took his passport and his credit cards, and slipped them into his pocket. He took his bag downstairs and went to reception.


  “I’d like to check out,” he told the late duty clerk. “Room six hundred and one.”


  “Of course, sir,” the man said. He busied himself with his computer and, when he was done, looked back up at him and smiled. “Thank you for your custom, Signor Smith. Is there anything else I can help you with?”


  “Yes, there is. Could you see to it that my bag is delivered to the airport, please. I’m flying with British Airways tomorrow morning.”


  “Yes, sir. Of course.”


  Milton paid the man and went down to the parking lot. He started the Ducati, letting the engine growl through the basement, and pulled away, traversing the slope onto street level and then gathering speed as he pulled away.


  He rode south, out of town, stopping in Pontecagnano. It was an empty lot on the edge of the town, facing out to sea. He took off his helmet to let the salty air wash over his hot skin. The rolling tide was all he could hear, the waves washing up the sand. There was nothing else, not even the crying of gulls. It was as if he was the only person abroad at that hour.


  He looked down at his watch, the luminous hands showing three-thirty.


  He got off the bike just as he heard the sound of tyres rolling over the gravel at the edge of the road. He reached into his jacket for the pistol. A pair of high-beams swung across the darkened space, glowing yellow against the rolling emerald waves down on the beach, and then they winked out.


  Milton walked across, the gun held ready in case it wasn’t who he was expecting. He held the pistol in a steady two-hand grip, trigger finger indexed above the trigger guard.


  As he got closer, the moonlight revealed that it was a soft-top Lancia Flavia.


  The door opened. “Number Eight,” said the quartermaster as she got out of the car.


  He relaxed and shoved the pistol away.


  She was carrying a slim documents case. She went around to the trunk and popped the lid. “Here,” she said, pulling back the oil-stained blanket that had been spread across the compartment, exposing the case that had lain beneath it.


  Milton unclipped the case and opened it. There were ten grenades inside, little metallic nuggets nestling in a foam insert.


  “Fragmentation, stun, and smoke.”


  “Very good, Q.”


  Milton closed the case, latched it shut, and left it in the trunk. He went around to the Lancia and got inside. She did, too.


  “Did he call out?”


  “He did,” she said. “Two times. First of all, he spoke to the Englishmen.”


  “Saying?”


  “That he wanted to see them tomorrow morning. He said he had news on their business, that it could only be delivered in person. And then he made this call.”


  She took an iPad from the case and, flipping the lid back to wake it, she touched the screen to activate an app and waited for it to boot.


  A list of MP3 audio files was displayed.


  She hovered her finger over them selected the one she wanted, and tapped the screen.


  Ernesto Gorgi Di Mauro’s voice was unmistakeable.


  “It’s me.”


  “Si.”


  “I have something I need you to do. The four Englishmen, from today. You know?”


  “Si.”


  “They are staying at Il Palazzo Decumani. Do you know it?”


  “Si.”


  “Tomorrow morning. Antonietta will call you. Clean and quick. No mistakes.”


  The call ended.


  “Where is the hotel?” Milton asked.


  “The Via del Grande Archivio. You need my help?”


  “No,” he said. “I’ll find it.”


  She nodded.


  “What about the money?”


  She swiped the MP3s away and opened another app. A map of southern Italy appeared on the screen.


  “The tracker is working very well.”


  “I should hope so. It’s as big as a house.”


  She ignored that.


  “Here,” she said, resting a manicured fingernail against the screen.


  Milton looked at it. The map showed Naples, Salerno and the curve of land to the west that included Messina and then, finally, at the tip of the boot, Palermo. There was a single, small red dot that pulsed on and off. The dot was steady and unmoving, just to the west of Agropoli, north of Castellabate and just a few miles to the south of where they were now.


  “Great,” Milton said. “A yacht. I should’ve guessed.”


  “You are going to get wet.”


  “Do you have—”


  “A wetsuit? Yes, in the back. I have estimated the size you will need. And there is a waterproof bag for your equipment.”


  “You think of everything.”


  “It is my job, Number Eight.”


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  IT STARTED raining soon afterwards.


  Milton stocked the waterproof bag with the wetsuit, grenades and his weapons. He slung it onto his back, got on the bike and rode back to Naples. He found a twenty-four hour café and bought himself breakfast and a pot of strong coffee. He took a seat next to the window and watched the sun rise over the horizon, the sea transitioning through black to deep blue to emerald blue as the light was thrown across the dark vault of the sky.


  He meditated quietly, allowing himself to slip into a peaceful state where the noise from the kitchen, the thickening traffic and the chink of cutlery on china were all phased out. He pictured what needed to happen, laid out each of the tasks that he had to accomplish in order to fulfil the parameters of the assignment. Infiltration, execution, exfiltration. He would need to repeat the process two times. Each was dangerous, with a multitude of things that could go wrong. Unknowable things, things that could not be predicted and planned around, things that he would have to react to, on the fly.


  That was the norm.


  Acceptable.


  None of it was new to Milton.


  He stayed there until six o’clock, paid his bill and got back onto the Ducati.


  He rode further into the city. It was awake now, with commuters setting off to their offices, trucks delivering produce, queues of traffic that clogged up the main roads and jockeyed impatiently as they waited for the lights to change. Milton rolled up to the front of the queues on the outside, the engine of the big bike grumbling restively.


  The hotel was on the crossroads where the Via del Grande Archivio was bisected by another, smaller road. The street was narrow, a canyon that ran between opposing ranks of grand five storey buildings. Cars were parked on both sides meaning that it was only possible to pass along it slowly, and in single file. The hotel was set back a few feet from the thoroughfare, sheltered behind a double row of parked cars and a collection of small trees. It, too, was five storeys tall, painted in cream and brown, boasting a chocolate covered awning upon which its name, Il Palazzo Decumani, was stencilled in tasteful gold letters. It was a luxury, boutique establishment.


  Milton positioned the Ducati in the smaller street that ran into the Via del Grande Archivio. He wheeled the bike backwards so that the front end was pointed out, rested it on its kickstand and then sheltered from the rain in the recessed doorway of a branch of the Poste Italiane. It offered him a good view of the hotel and the road that approached it but it would be difficult to notice him.


  He took out a packet of cigarettes, put one to his lips and lit it.


   


  HE HAD been waiting for forty minutes when he saw the four men emerge from the front door of the hotel. They were expensively dressed, wearing suits that they might, perhaps, have had tailored for them during this trip. Two of them were big, obviously serving as muscle, following a few paces behind the pair of smaller men in front. Milton recognised both of those men from the information that Control had provided him with. One of them, slender and with an acne scarred face, was Curtis Patterson, the scion of the Patterson criminal family that ruled the drug market in the northwest of England. The man to his right was his brother, Leon. Both of them lived in big mansions in the Wirral and had fortunes that measured in the seven figures. The police knew very well that they controlled the family’s affairs, but the men were shrewd and careful and they had been unable to lay a glove on them.


  That was unfortunate. A life in prison would have been preferable to what was about to happen to them.


  Milton flinched as he saw a fifth person emerge from the hotel. It was Antonietta Agosti. She was wearing jeans, tight enough to accentuate her natural curves, and vertiginous high heeled shoes. She kept a few paces behind them, aware of what was about to happen—aware of some of what was about to happen—and keen, no doubt, to make sure that she could easily get out of the way. Curtis Patterson paused, though, and turned back to her. He said something that Milton couldn’t hear and then held out his hand. She managed a thin smile, caught up with him and took it.


  Milton felt a flicker of irritation that she was involved. She was a proud, strong-willed woman, and it struck him as offensive that she should be used by the Camorra in this fashion: as bait, effectively, prostituting herself in order to entice the victims to their doom. But he caught himself. What else was she to do? Say no? That, he knew, was not a choice that she would have been able to make.


  He reassessed.


  She was a complication.


  He would try and protect her but, ultimately, she was not his problem.


  He checked his watch.


  Eight-fifteen.


  Milton prickled with anticipation and the first tweak of adrenaline.


  He watched, continually reassessing.


  The street was beginning to thicken with traffic from the Via Duomo and the Corso Umberto. A refuse lorry was slowly making its way from the south, municipal workmen in orange boiler suits transferring the contents of the overflowing bins into the gnashing jaws of their truck. Pedestrians were about, some of them carrying styrofoam cups of coffee, others with their phones pressed to their ears or held out in front of them so that they could read from the screens.


  The four men and Antonietta were walking towards the row of parked cars.


  “Mi scusi,” a woman said, standing before him with a key for the post office door in her hand.


  “Scusate,” Milton replied, standing aside.


  Milton saw Antonietta looking down the street.


  He followed her gaze, looking for the shooter, and saw the motorcycle rumbling across the uneven cobbles towards them from the south.


  The man on the motorcycle wasn’t wearing a helmet. His face was black with ink, almost as if it had been stained. Heavily tattooed, like a Maori warrior. It was only as he drew closer that Milton could make out the shape of the spider that had been drawn there, the legs reaching back around his shaven scalp, on his cheeks and beneath the line of his jaw.


  Antonietta saw him too. She was looking in that direction and, had the four men been paying closer attention, or had they displayed the wariness and suspicion that should have been automatic when dealing with the Camorra, they might have seen him, too. As it was, they were distracted and by the time they saw the man, it was already too late.


  Antonietta blanched.


  Milton pushed away from the doorway, stepping around the woman with the key and reaching into his leather jacket for the P226.


  The man on the motorcycle was less than ten feet away when he rolled to a stop.


  Antonietta yanked her hand from Curtis Patterson’s grip and started to run.


  Milton was behind the man with the tattooed face, unseen.


  The rider reached into his open jacket for the 9mm mini-Uzi submachine gun that he wore on a sling. The buttstock was folded back and he held the weapon in both hands.


  He fired, fully automatic, six hundred and fifty rounds a minute. The Pattersons were the main focus of his attention, the brothers taking the majority of the rounds, arms windmilling as they stumbled backwards, tripping over the curb and landing on their backs. The two security men reached for their hidden weapons but they were too slow and there were more than enough bullets for them, too.


  The woman from the post office screamed.


  Milton raised the P226 and drew down on the rider. He was too close to miss. He aimed into the man’s body and fired. The round hit home, punching into the man’s ribs. He swung around but the pain in his side robbed him of his ability to rotate quickly and the Uzi was in the wrong hand.


  Milton took another step, aimed again, and fired.


  A killshot.


  The bullet punched into the man’s temple, a plume of blood following after it as it exited through the opposite side. His body jerked and then went limp, his standing leg collapsing and the bike tipping over. He fell to the road and lay still, the bike pinning him there.


  Milton stepped up so that he was over him, aimed down, and fired a final time. The spider tattoo was punctured, blood running down and obscuring the lurid ink. It trickled down his scalp, dripped down, and pooled between the cobbles.


  He looked up at Antonietta and raised a finger to his lips.


  She stared back at him in terror.


  Milton holstered the pistol, walked quickly to the bike and swung his leg over it. The woman from the post office backed away from him. He saw other pedestrians, some pushed against the wall as if praying to be absorbed by the bricks, others turning tail and fleeing. He gunned the engine, released the brakes and bounded forwards and away into the traffic.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  THE LADY VICTORINE was a large thirty-four metre catamaran. It had four decks and offered six well appointed staterooms, a separate dining room and lounge with a cocktail bar. It had cost Ernesto Gorgi Di Mauro twenty million Euros, but it had been worth every cent.


  Ernesto was on deck, dressed in a pristine Egyptian cotton robe, staring at the shore with an abstracted expression on his face. He was troubled. Antonietta had just called to report what had happened in Naples that morning. The Englishman, Smith, had executed Tarantula just after he had eliminated Curtis and Leon Patterson and the men that they had brought with them from England. He had been waiting for him to arrive, had watched him go about his work, shot him and then disappeared on a motorbike.


  There was plenty that he did not understand about what had happened, and Ernesto had not risen to his position in the organisation by being ignorant about such things.


  How had Smith known that the hit was going to take place when it did?


  And why had he done what he had done?


  He could speculate about that second question. Revenge. Smith must have discovered that Tarantula had killed his colleague and he was evening out the scores. He hoped that he was right. Vengeance was a motive with which he was intimately familiar and one that he could live with, especially if the money was right.


  But how had he known about Tarantula?


  Only a handful of people knew who he was.


  And what if he was wrong?


  What if it wasn’t just revenge?


  What if it was something else?


  He felt uneasy.


  His cellphone was on the table next to him, next to a croissant and a glass of orange juice. He reached down and took a bite from the pastry, chewing it absent mindedly as he looked over to the shore, the sleeve of rock fringed by verdant trees and scrub. The road wound its way along the cliff face and Ernesto watched as a lorry loaded with lemons negotiated it, the bright yellow of its freight a vivid splash against the grey of the rock.


  He didn’t know what to do. He needed to see Smith. He needed answers.


  He picked up his cellphone. He scrolled through his contacts, wondering who best to call.


  It was so peaceful and calm on the ocean that morning that the explosion, when it came, was so unexpected that it took him a moment to realise what it was. There was a loud, rolling boom, the deck shook for a moment and then a plume of inky black smoke unfurled into the perfect blue sky. Ernesto reached for the rail to steady himself as the yacht lurched again, rolling from port to starboard as if buffeted by a sudden gale.


  There was a second explosion, bigger than the first, and the deck rolled again.


  He fell to his knees.


  He looked up to see flames rising from the stern, a conflagration that took hold with frightening speed as he watched. The yellows and oranges crept up to the wheelhouse, releasing a great cloud of smoke. The fire roared as it devoured the wooden deck, a hungry thunder from which he heard another sound: the chattering of an automatic weapon.


  He scrambled to his feet.


  Another explosion and then another.


  Smaller and more contained.


  Grenades?


  His pistol was in the stateroom, in its holster, slung over the back of a chair.


  He felt naked in his robe.


  He had to get off the boat.


  He crept forwards, the soles of his feet sweating in his slippers, one step and then another as he edged towards the motorboat that was tethered to the railings on the port side of the yacht.


  One of his men, a sturdy killer called Paolo, staggered into view, hauling himself towards him, both hands on the railing. Two big blooms of blood were on his white shirt, slowly expanding, meeting in the middle. He groaned with the effort, slowed and then tripped, falling face down onto the boards. He pushed onwards, slithering on his belly and leaving a smear of blood behind him.


  Whatever it was that was happening at the back of the boat, Paolo was desperate to get away from it.


  Ernesto reached the ladder that dropped down to the launch.


  Another booming detonation, the biggest so far, and the deck tipped crazily.


  He was thrown against the railing and then fell backwards onto his ample behind.


  The flames reached up twenty feet now, a furnace of heat that shimmered the air, bubbled the paint and blackened the deck. Ernesto looked into the maelstrom as a silhouetted figure emerged from the middle of it. It was a man, dressed all in back. He was wearing a wetsuit, a sheen of water on the neoprene as it evaporated in the heat. The man had an MP5 held in both hands, the stock pressed into his shoulder as he stalked forwards. He had a spare magazine held between his left hand and the forestock. It was obvious, abundantly so, that the man was very familiar with the weapon.


  It was obvious that the man was a killer.


  One of Ernesto’s men burst out from below decks and the silhouette turned, lightning quick, and fired a rapid three shots into his guts, blasting him back inside again.


  Ernesto pushed backwards. One of his slippers fell off his foot. He slipped and scrambled on the smooth deck.


  The man followed, turning the MP5 and aiming down at him.


  The smoke and flames roiled around him.


  “No,” Ernesto pleaded. “Stop.”


  Ernesto saw that it was Smith.


  He stalked him, ejecting the dry magazine and slamming in the fresh one.


  Ernesto crabbed away from him until his back ran up against the rails at the prow of the yacht. He reached up, pulled himself to his feet, and raised his hands, fingers extended, palms out, in entreaty.


  “Please, signor,” he begged.


  It wasn’t supposed to end this way.


  “What do you want? Money? I have money. Inside. Take it all.”


  Smith aimed the MP5.


  “Please!”


  Smith fired, just once. The bullet found Ernesto in the forehead, the impact jerking his head and shoulders backwards and overbalancing him. The lifeless body pivoted across the rail, tumbled overboard and plummeted to the crystal waters below.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  MILTON RECLINED the chair as the Fasten Seatbelts light flicked off and the climb out of Naples levelled off. He looked out of the window and down at the dusky coastline below. They were twenty thousand feet up. The beaches that stretched away from the city were just narrow, flaxen ribbons against the deep blue of the ocean and the dark green of the interior. The city looked like a model in miniature, the tiny specks of the cars and lorries passing into and out of its curtilage, yachts and motorboats leaving scuds of white foam in their wake. Milton saw a big freighter slide with elaborate care into the harbour, the brown tinge from the pollution visible even from this height. Tugs nudged it towards its jetty and the big cranes hovered, ready to unload its cargo. What was it carrying, Milton wondered? How much of its freight would end up on the black market? How much of it was owned by the Camorra?


  He knew that Ernesto would already have been replaced. His line of work bore unavoidable risks and demanded a succession plan. Would it have been a smooth and seamless transition? Would there have been a conflict, more bloodshed?


  It didn’t matter. It wasn’t Milton’s concern. He had accounted for his target and met the goals of his assignment. He had done everything that Control had asked him to do.


  Milton straightened his legs. The steward had unlatched the drinks trolley from the bulkhead and was wheeling it towards him.


  Milton looked at his watch: seven in the evening.


  “Sir?”


  “Gin and tonic, please.”


  “Single or double?”


  Milton held up two fingers.


  He had already enjoyed three doubles in the airport. Losing himself in a bottle was his preferred way to decompress. He needed the alcohol to help him to unwind, to melt the tension that coalesced in his shoulders and metastasised in his gut.


  Milton put the glass to his lips, closed his eyes and took a mouthful.


  He thought about the men he had killed. Four of them. Tarantula. Ernesto and the men he had found on the yacht. He knew that they deserved it, that they had as much as invited his attentions. Four men, each of them eliminated with studied dispassion.


  It was more blood. His ledger was already dripping with it. The pages were drenched.


  He thought of the tattoo on his back. It had been done in Guatemala. He only remembered fragments of that night: the woozy heat, the humidity, palm trees, dive bars and strip joints. He remembered the squalid tattoo parlour he had found. He had been drunk, out of his mind on Quetzalteca Especial and mescaline. He had slept through most of it.


  He had tried to fool himself when he awoke the next day. He saw the tattoo in the bathroom mirror, remembered the night before, and pretended that it was of Michael, the Angel of Mercy.


  Who was he kidding?


  The tattoo was of Samael.


  The Angel of Death.


  He had been in Guatemala to put a bullet into the head of a businessman who had refused to cancel an oil exploration contract he was negotiating. He had received some very firm anonymous advice that he should withdraw. He had been told that the business was against British interests and that it wouldn’t be allowed to continue.


  He had ignored it the advice.


  Control passed Milton his file.


  The man had been Milton’s fiftieth victim.


  Milton felt the dry blast of recycled air on his face. He kept his eyes closed, put the glass to his lips again, and drank.


  The flight would take three hours.


  Milton was going to get good and drunk.


   


  John Milton’s adventures continue in THE CLEANER, the first full length novel in the series. Read on for the first chapter.


   


   



  THE ROAD THROUGH THE FOREST was tranquil, the gentle quiet embroidered by the gurgling of a mountain rill and the chirruping of the birds in the canopy of trees overhead. The route forestière de la Combe d’Ire was pot-holed and narrow, often passable by just one car at a time. Evergreen pine forests clustered tightly on either side, pressing a damp gloom onto the road that was dispelled by warm sunlight wherever the trees had been chopped back. The misty slopes of the massif of the Montagne de Charbon stretched above the treeline, ribs of rock and stone running down through the vegetation. The road followed a careful route up the flank of the mountain, turning sharply to the left and right and sometimes switching back on itself as it traced the safest path upwards. The road crossed and recrossed the stream, and the humpback bridge here was constructed from ancient red bricks, held together as much by the damp lichen that clung to it as by its disintegrating putty. The bridge was next to a small enclosure signed as a car park, although that was putting it at its highest; it was little more than a lay-by hewn from the hillside, a clearing barely large enough to fit four cars side by side. Forestry reserve notices warned of “wild animals” and “hunters.”


  It was a quiet and isolated spot, the outside world excluded almost as if by the closing of a door.


  Milton had parked his Renault there, nudged against the shoulder of the mountain. It was a nondescript hire car; he had chosen it because it was unremarkable. He had reversed into the space, leaving the engine running as he stepped out and made his way around to the boot. He unlocked and opened it and looked down at the bundle nestled in the car’s small storage space. He unfolded the edges of the blanket to uncover the assault rifle that had been left at the dead drop the previous night. It was an HK53 carbine with integrated suppressor, the rifle that the SAS often used when stealth was as important as stopping power. Milton lifted the rifle from the boot and pressed a fresh twenty-five-round magazine into the breech. He opened the collapsible stock and took aim, pointing down the middle of the road. Satisfied that the weapon was functioning correctly, he made his way towards the bridge and rested it in the undergrowth, out of sight.


  Milton had scouted the area and knew it well. To the north, the road eventually led to Saint Jorioz, a medium-sized tourist resort that gathered along the shore of Lake Annecy. The descent to the south led to the small village of Chevaline. The village made its living from farming, but that was supplemented by renting the picturesque chalet farmhouses to the tourists who came for cycling and hiking. Milton had stayed in just such a chalet for the past three days. He had spent his time scouting the area, departing on his bike early in the morning and returning late at night. He had kept a low profile, staying in the chalet apart from those trips out.


  Milton heard the engine of the BMW long before he saw it. He collected the rifle and slipped behind the trunk of an oak, hiding himself from the road but still able to observe it. The wine-coloured estate car was in second gear, struggling a little with the steep camber of the road. It emerged from the sharp right-hand turn, its lights illuminating a path through the gloom.


  The car slowed and turned in towards the Renault. Milton held his breath, his pulse ticking up, and slipped his index finger through the trigger guard of the rifle. The driver parked alongside and switched off the engine. Milton could hear music from the interior of the car. The passenger-side door opened, and the muffled music became clearer: French pop, disposable and inoffensive. The passenger bent down and spoke sharply into the car, and the music was silenced. For a moment all Milton could hear was the crunch of the man’s shoes on the gravel, the rushing of the water and the wind in the leaves. He tightened his grip on the rifle and concentrated on keeping his breathing even and regular.


  The driver’s side door opened, and a tall, dark-skinned woman stepped outside.


  Milton recognised both of them. The passenger was Yehya al Moussa. The driver was Sameera Najeeb.


  He stepped out from behind the trunk and brought the HK53 to bear. He flicked the selector to automatic and fired off a volley of shots. The bullets struck Najeeb in the gut, perforating her liver and lungs. She put her hand to her breast, confusion spreading across her face, and then pivoted and fell back against the side of the car. Najeeb shrieked, moving quickly, ducking down beneath the line contour of the car. Milton took two smooth sidesteps to his right to open up the angle again and squeezed off another burst. The scientist was trying to get back into the car; the bullets tattooed his body in a line from throat to crotch.


  The fusillade sounded around the trees for a moment. Frightened birds exploded into the air on wingbeats that sounded like claps. The echo of the reports died and faded away, and then, short moments after the brutal outburst of violence, all was quiet again: the wind rustled through the trees, the water chimed beneath the bridge, a nightingale called from high above.


  Milton paused. There was another sound.


  A second car approaching.


  Hiding would have been pointless; the bloody tableau would give him away. The car emerged from the mouth of the forest. It was a Renault Mégane, painted blue with white and red chevrons screen-printed across the bonnet. The policeman in the front of the car must have seen him immediately. The Mégane came to a sudden stop fifty feet away.


  Milton ejected the magazine and slapped in a replacement.


  The officer opened the door and stepped out of the car, his hand on the butt of his holstered pistol. “Arrét!” he called out.


  Milton did not pause to think. His reaction was hard-wired, a response that had been drilled into him across ten years so that now it was automatic, an expression of muscle memory without conscience, sudden and terribly deadly. He swung the rifle around and squeezed the trigger for a longer burst. The car was peppered with bullets, half a dozen slamming into the radiator and bonnet, another handful into the windscreen. The officer was struck in the face and chest, stumbling backwards and then dropping onto his back, where he lay for a moment, twitching horribly. Milton walked towards him, the gun cradled low, and put a final bullet into his head. Finally, the man lay still.


  Peacefulness returned, ornamented now by the sound of the shards of glass that fell to shatter on the road from the breached windscreen.


  Milton crossed the road to the Renault. He opened the boot and wrapped the rifle in its blanket, then stowed it away carefully beneath the spare wheel in the false floor. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves and collected the ejected shell casings from the rifle. There were forty of them, and they were still hot to the touch. He dropped them into a small evidence bag. He crouched by Najeeb’s body and frisked her quickly and efficiently. He found her smartphone and a USB stick and bagged them both.


  He went around to the other side of the car and lowered himself to examine al Moussa. The door was open, and as he raised his gaze from the body to peer inside, he saw a small, pale face staring back out at him. Milton did not rush. There was no need. The face belonged to a young boy, perhaps five or six years old. His skin and his hair were dark, and his features recalled those of his parents. He was cowering in the footspace, a streak of blood across his forehead as if it was paint that had been thrown over him. It was not his blood: it was blowback from his father.


  Milton reached for the Sig Sauer he carried in his shoulder holster, his fingers brushing against the butt. The boy held his eyes. His face was white and quivering with fright, but he did not look away. He was brave. Milton felt a swell of vomit in his throat as his memory cast him back twenty years and a thousand miles away. He remembered another young boy, a similar age, the face peaceful despite the obscenity of his death.


  He lowered his hand from the Sig and stepped back. He gently pulled the man’s body onto the muddy surface of the lay-by and went back to the car.


  “Stay there,” he told the boy. “Help is coming.”


  He closed the door. He checked that he had removed the evidence of his presence and, satisfied, got into the Renault, put it into gear and drove away.


  He turned to the north, upwards, and drove towards the lake.


   



  You can buy The Cleaner at Amazon US and Amazon UK.
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  Free to download: US UK


   



  
    The Black Mile
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  There were six names on Beatrix’s Death List and now there are four. She’s going to account for the others, one by one, even if it kills her. She has returned from Somalia with another target in her sights. Bryan Duffy is in Iraq, surrounded by mercenaries, with no easy way to get to him and no easy way to get out. And Beatrix has other issues that need to be addressed. Will Duffy prove to be one kill too far?
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