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‘Masterful! It’s exceedingly rare for an author to have the talent to blend classic elements of a thriller with compelling family dynamics and geopolitical intrigue, but Anne Perry pulls it off like the consummate pro that she is . . . I guarantee you’ll love Elena Standish! Brava!’ Jeffery Deaver
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It is the autumn of 1933 and, fresh from her exploits in Berlin, young British photographer Elena Standish is chosen for a secret assignment in Trieste to establish contact with an MI6 agent whose handler has gone missing, presumed dead.

Elena’s mission is to bring back the agent along with top secret information that could save the lives of thousands of people. But the agent is none other than Aiden Strother, the lover who broke Elena’s heart six years ago when he betrayed his country. With the revelation from MI6 that Aiden is, in fact, a loyal double agent, Elena knows she must put her sense of duty before her personal pride.
 
But with political tension growing across Europe, the unstoppable rise of Hitler, and an alarming discovery within the very heart of British Intelligence, Elena and her family fear that her life is, once again, in grave danger . . . 


To Clare Foss, for her gentle and constructive editing
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Chapter One

‘What did you say?’ Elena asked incredulously. She could not believe what she had just heard. She was standing in the small sitting room of her London apartment, the September sun pouring in through the window and illuminating the ornaments that she had collected in the few years she had been here: an ivory carved box, a gift from her mother; candlesticks from her grandparents; family photographs. But the light was the best thing about the place, the smooth lines and the shadows, a photographer’s delight.

Peter Howard stood opposite her, a couple of yards away, his face calm, as if he had no grasp of the outrageousness of what he had asked her. He looked very ordinary in the clear morning air: a little taller than average height, fairish hair, regular features. Forgettable. Only his eyes and his mouth were remarkable. It was something to do with humour and an awareness of pain, and of what it meant.

‘I have an important job for you at last,’ he repeated. ‘Something that really matters.’

He said ‘at last’ because it had been four months since Elena’s extraordinary adventure in Berlin and her baptism of fire. It had been her introduction to the truth about her own family and their connection with British Military Intelligence, secret from the general public. Her tasks since then had been very occasional, but of no particular importance. Case markers, as it were, for a beginner, after the dangers, the horror and the losses in Berlin. She felt she was capable of far more. Had she not proven that?

But what Peter was asking now was not a matter of skill, or courage.

She shook her head. ‘Yes, but—’

‘Are you saying you won’t do it?’ His face hardly changed, yet he managed to convey disappointment, even contempt.

‘You don’t know what you are asking—’ she began.

‘Yes, I do,’ he interrupted her, his voice still perfectly level. ‘One of our most important agents is embedded in Trieste, seeking vital information, and his cover has almost certainly been blown. We can’t reach his handler, and we want you to go and find him, tell him that he must leave immediately, with as much information as he has. Otherwise, he may be killed. We cannot lose him and all that he has learned over the last year. He has a list of names and it’s vital we know who is on it.’

‘He was a traitor!’ Even saying the words almost choked her. It brought back memories, disillusion, and then humiliation.

‘No,’ Peter said calmly, although there was a shadow in his eyes that suggested, for an instant, that he was aware of at least elements of the truth. Wasn’t everybody? Elena’s dismissal from the Foreign Office had been pretty public.

‘He was . . .’ She did not need to raise her voice. She wanted to sound in control, as if she no longer cared. She was twenty-eight; this had been six years ago.

‘He betrayed you,’ Peter said quietly, and there was emotion in his voice now, some kind of sadness. ‘He did not betray Britain,’ he continued. ‘He went into Germany as a Nazi sympathiser and gained their trust. We gave him information that they would believe – his rite of passage, if you like – but, of course, we knew what it was and could work around it. It was successful. He earned their trust. He became one of them.’

Elena tried to assimilate what he was saying. So, had Aiden Strother been loyal to Britain all the time? Could that be true? Even as she turned it over in her mind, she could see how it made sense. She had learned a bit in the few months since Berlin. Somewhere inside her, she had aged years and had grasped a new reality. She had lived through the war, the privation, the constant fear, the grief of loss: most immediately of her brother, Mike, and her sister Margot’s husband, Paul, but, less directly, the decimation of a whole generation. Every family she knew had lost somebody, and a million men had been left shells of who they had once been. There had been radical social changes; rank and privilege had melted away. All blood is scarlet in the trenches.

But there had been other changes as well. Women worked at jobs they would have had neither the wish nor the opportunity to do before the men went away. Social class distinctions were blurred, some even obliterated. Women wore short dresses now, not much below the knee. Many had short hair. The elegance, the sentimentality and the blind hope of the Edwardian era was gone. It was 1933, a new, brash, desperate age now, familiar with the Depression, jazz, moving pictures, and the brilliant music and haunting lyrics of songwriters such as Cole Porter.

No one wanted another war. Never again must such grief, such abomination of loss, be allowed. Whatever the cost.

Elena tried to say yes, she would do it. Peter was waiting.

She looked away. Aiden may not have betrayed Britain, but he had betrayed her. Used her, and then gone without a word. It still hurt.

Peter stood there in the sun . . . and silence.

She drew breath to say, ‘Isn’t there someone else?’ She looked back and met his eyes. Damn him! He was doing everything the right way: asking her, and then leaving her to realise how selfish it was to think of her own dismissal and ruined career, instead of the job at hand. No one wanted to go to war, but they went anyway. She thought of Mike, and how he had said goodbye that last time, almost as if he had known he would not come back. ‘Chin up, kiddo, we’re almost there,’ he had said.

She refused to think of that any further. She glared at Peter Howard, her eyes filling with tears. What the hell did Aiden’s betrayal of her matter, then . . . or now?

‘Yes, of course I’ll go,’ she said, then realised all it would involve and instantly regretted it. But it was too late to withdraw.

‘Good,’ he said gently. ‘You are by far the best person because you know him by sight, and he knows you well enough to trust you.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘After what he did to me, do you think he would place his life in my hands? I should be the last person he’d trust, if he had any sense.’

‘Or, on the other hand,’ Peter replied, with a slight twist of humour in his eyes, ‘he might think you put the country and the Service before your own hurt feelings, to save someone else’s life. Especially that of a man who has already given so much.’

That took her breath away. For a moment she could think of no answer. Could Aiden really have sacrificed anything, never mind anything of importance? Had he really loved her, but put service to the country, his duty, first? He was fifteen years older than she, old enough to have served in the war. He knew more of it, in reality, than she ever would. She breathed in and out slowly. Surely Aiden could have said something to her: a word, a gesture? ‘Why didn’t he . . .?’ she started.

‘Why couldn’t he have told you?’ There was an edge to Peter’s voice, patience and something else: disappointment. ‘And you would have felt better?’ he asked. ‘You would not have been so wounded, so grieved?’

‘Yes! It would have been just ordinary decency!’ Now she was furious, with a lump in her throat that betrayed the tears so close to breaking through. ‘Just . . .’ She stopped.

‘Just have lessened the pain for you. Even allowed you to have kept your job, perhaps.’

She glared at him. ‘Yes! Was I really expendable?’

‘That’s a harsh word, but . . . yes, you were, in that job. In this one, perhaps not, but you have a lot to learn, and quickly.’

She did not answer. Expendable. What a terrible thing to admit of anyone. It hurt. It meant you could be done without.

‘Elena.’ Peter spoke gently now. ‘If you had not been hurt, what would other people have thought? Honestly.’

‘I don’t know. I . . . who? Who are you talking about?’

He raised his eyebrows very slightly.

‘Do you think there are no German agents watching us? Listening to us? Or even our own people, good but naïve, repeating office gossip?’

She blinked. A terrible thought lay at the edge of her mind. Humiliating. As if she were a moth pinned to a board and watched.

‘Do you think no one sees you?’ he asked. ‘Talks about you? You are a lovely woman; in your own way, beautiful. But more than that, you have considerable intelligence, in spite of your occasional lapses of judgement, and you are Charles Standish’s daughter and Lucas Standish’s granddaughter. Of course people talk. And of course you have enemies. Think, Elena. If Aiden Strother had used you and damaged you, gone over to the enemy with no grief on your part, no sense of betrayal . . . if you were a German, what would you have thought? How much of what Strother said to you would you have believed? And don’t pretend to be naïve. It’s too late for that.’

‘I . . . see. It would’ve been . . .’

‘Suicide.’ He put the word in for her. ‘As well as a betrayal of all the connections he used to get back information to us.’

Elena felt suddenly very stupid, and angry. She had thought she could do this. After all, with a little help, she had done pretty well in Berlin. She had survived in spite of the Gestapo and the Brownshirts being after her. She had even outwitted Peter himself – briefly.

‘Which is why you will go to Trieste without visiting your family,’ he went on. ‘Your parents and your grandparents are not to know where you are. I will tell Lucas after you are gone. You are on a photographic assignment to Trieste. There are those who see Trieste as the most beautiful Italian city, which means more exquisite than Amalfi or Naples, or the great Tuscan cities such as Siena or Arezzo. My favourite used to be Florence, with its classical Renaissance history, more intimate than Rome. More full of the details of personal history and colour than Milan, or Turin, more even than Rimini or Venice.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ she dismissed it impatiently. It was all irrelevant.

‘It’s the light,’ he continued, as if she had not spoken. ‘Go and take pictures that prove me right. Show everyone Trieste at its best. You can prove me wrong another time.’

‘The light?’

‘You’re a photographer. You know what a difference light makes to everything, most of all to photographs. It is to see things with a different eye, the light or the shadows, what is accentuated and how, what catches your imagination and takes it beyond what you see, into what you dream. Or saw . . . but didn’t recognise. That’s your art, use it.’

She was caught by surprise. She had no idea that he saw things in such detail, such delicacy, above all, such understanding of the emotional moods of light and darkness. ‘Yes,’ she affirmed, ‘yes, I will. I’ve got to have a reason for being there, for the authorities.’

‘Quite.’ He gave a slight smile ‘You’re going as yourself: Elena Standish. Your recent successes will help.’

‘Successes?’ She was startled that he should know about her photographic achievements: pictures published in magazines, even a large section in an exhibition. Her portraits of old people’s faces filled with the tracery of lines, both triumph and tragedy, had earned some very pleasant comments. She was proud of the power and beauty of them. The backgrounds were autumn farmlands, suggesting a timelessness. The sharp angles of the stooks, curiously barbaric against the softer rolling, shaven fields, had won her a prize. Other faces stared at cloud racks full of brilliance and half shadows, or falling leaves in ever-changing patterns. The praise was sweet because she felt it was honest. There was no flattery. ‘I didn’t know you knew of it,’ she said awkwardly.

‘Of course I do. I can’t send you undercover as a photographer if you aren’t any good at it. Do you think I’m so incompetent I wouldn’t find out if you can live up to it? Quickest way to get killed . . .’ He hesitated, then smiled with sudden pleasure, like a shaft of sunlight. ‘But you are good!’

She was surprised by how much that pleased her. She hardly knew him, and their few conversations had been less than pleasant. But outside the family, he was the closest friend her grandfather had, although she had learned that only since she had returned from Berlin in May. There was so much she had discovered since then, and she knew it was only a small part of the huge country of the past. There were experiences of grief and laughter in picnic spots seldom revisited – graveyards with stones going back centuries – and bright moments of victory shared, and Peter Howard was part of that. He and Lucas had worked together, trusted each other with their lives, and grieved for the deaths of the same comrades. ‘Thank you,’ she accepted.

He shrugged slightly, one shoulder. ‘You will leave early in the morning the day after tomorrow. We will give you tickets for a flight to Paris, and the train from there to Trieste. You will have to change in Milan. We have an apartment in Trieste. I’ll give you the address and the keys, and, of course, a certain amount in Italian currency, plus copies of some of your best work, in case you need to prove yourself to the authorities. You probably won’t need them, but you might. You don’t know what you will encounter.’

Elena listened without interruption. This was so different from her adventure in Berlin, where she had been a fugitive most of the time. Her purpose had been self-chosen. She had moved every few days, sometimes even every day. It had been terrifying, exhilarating, and she had discovered a part of herself she had not known existed, a braver side that cared passionately for causes bigger than herself, that was willing to commit to, and in fact that dared not stand aside from, issues that would involve everyone, sooner or later.

‘We can’t give you any contacts,’ Peter went on, ‘except Aiden Strother himself. His handler was Max Klausner, and he has disappeared with no trace that we can find. Discreet enquiries to the police have shown nothing, and we can’t afford to draw attention to him in case he’s still alive, and the answers to our own questions lead them to Strother.’

‘Do you know who would have killed him?’ Elena swallowed, but her mouth was dry. ‘Or who would try to kill Aiden?’ Against her will she could see Aiden’s face in her mind, the way he held his head high, his quick smile.

‘No,’ Peter said. ‘Whether Aiden has any idea or not is only a guess. He may not have trusted any of the ways of getting information to us.’

She started to speak, and then realised she did not know what to say.

‘If this task were easy, we could send anyone,’ Peter said bleakly. ‘You have the advantage of knowing Aiden by sight and knowing his mission in Trieste – at least, what it was to begin with. It’s up to you to remain enigmatic. You might even find it advantageous to pretend, if it is a pretence, that you still have feelings for him.’

She stared at him in disbelief.

The shadow was over his eyes again. ‘This is real, Elena. Other people will live or die, depending upon whether we succeed. But you understand that. Aiden’s information is very important indeed, not only to Britain, but to all of Europe. Saving his life is important, too, but his mission matters above all.’

‘I don’t suppose you’ll tell me why.’ She was afraid. For the first time, Trieste sounded like enemy territory. Why? The Italians had been on Britain’s side in the war. The answer was obvious: Benito Mussolini. Il Duce. He had taken an iron hand to the government of Italy. He was leading the way to social change, with belligerence, enforced uniformity of belief, behaviour, even thought, and Hitler was on his heels, perhaps soon to overtake him.

‘You will do whatever is necessary, whether it is comfortable or not,’ Peter said quietly. ‘Or else you’ll tell me now that you can’t do it, that you’re not up to pretending, even to save other people’s lives. But if you did say that, you would surprise me. I remember in Berlin, you were rather . . . inventive.’ He let the memory lie unspoken.

She could feel the colour burn up her face at the memory. It was one she did not want to revisit. ‘I’ll go! You don’t have to pressure me into it. You imagine I care so much what you think of me? I care what’s right and what’s possible. The only person’s opinion that matters to me, and to whom I could explain this, is my grandfather.’

Peter’s face hardened. ‘I have already told you, you will tell Lucas nothing whatever about this. In fact, you will not see him before you go.’

Now she was angry. He was being unreasonable. ‘I’m going to say goodbye. For heaven’s sake, you can’t believe my grandfather would tell anyone. He knows more secrets than you do.’ She had been shattered at first when she had learned that her elderly, dry-humoured grandfather, who loved his books, his dog, the countryside, restoring old drawings and paintings, had once been the head of MI6. It had been a lot to take in then, but now she was actually proud of him. ‘I won’t just walk out and not even tell him I’m going. It could be days.’

‘It almost certainly will be,’ Peter agreed. ‘Several days, at the very least. But you will tell no one anything about it at all.’

‘I’ve got to tell—’

‘No one!’ he repeated sharply. ‘It is a photographic assignment in Italy. As I said, I shall tell Lucas after you have gone. You can drop a note to your parents to say a brief assignment has come up without warning, and you will see them again when you get back, which is the truth.’

‘But Lucas . . .’ she protested.

‘Would you lie to Lucas?’ he asked, eyes wide.

‘Well . . . I . . . I’m not sure that I could. I mean, get away with it.’

‘I’m sure,’ he said drily, ‘that you couldn’t.’ Now there was an edge to his voice.

‘But you’ll lie to him,’ she said. ‘I can see it in your face!’

‘I will tell him as much as he needs of the truth, the same as I will tell you.’ His shoulders were stiff, his eyes very direct, clear and shadowless blue.

Now she was afraid.


Chapter Two

Peter Howard walked down the stairs and out on to the street, into the sun. He had disliked having to ask Elena to undertake this task. Of course, he knew about her affair with Aiden Strother. Unfortunately, most of the Foreign Office did. If they had not known through office gossip before Strother had so dramatically defected – or appeared to have – then they had certainly heard afterwards. It was Elena’s own doing. She had not been pushed into the affair. It had been six years ago. She had been twenty-two at the time and had not long graduated from Cambridge with an excellent degree in classics. The languages essential to her Foreign Office job she already knew, through having been with her parents while her father was ambassador in Madrid, Paris and Berlin at one time or another during her childhood. It did not take long to become proficient in a language that was spoken all around you, and she had a natural gift for it.

She had been betrayed and left to shoulder at least some of the blame when Strother departed, ostensibly as a traitor, and had gone over to the Nazis, carrying many secrets to them. At least, that was what appeared to have happened. But now she knew the truth: that he could not tell anyone. Certainly not an emotional young woman with whom he was intimately involved. It had cost her her job. That was unfortunate, but the slightest sign that the situation was not as it appeared to be might have betrayed Aiden to the Nazis. After years of careful work, some of which had jeopardised lives, Aiden was risking his own life by appearing to defect, carrying carefully prepared secrets with him. Some had been current, but most old, some out of date and not dangerous any more, even if by a hair’s breadth. A word of comfort to a young lover could have ruined it all; a thread to pull that could have unravelled everything, destroyed a plan carefully laid over years, and all the lives involved.

Peter reached a corner and crossed Tottenham Court Road, oblivious of the traffic increasing around him. He had not known Elena then. In fact, he did not really know her now. He had met her a few months ago in May, when she had accidentally become involved in that desperate affair in Berlin. She had acted with courage and, at times, great presence of mind. At others, she had betrayed amateur impulsiveness. But then, she had been an amateur, involved by chance, and knowing very little. Heavens, at that time she had not even known that her beloved grandfather, Lucas Standish, had, during the war, been head of MI6. Its actual existence was a secret from the general public, let alone the name of who might lead it. To everyone outside the intelligence organisation, Lucas was a mild-mannered man who did something mathematical in the Civil Service. Supposedly, even his wife did not know his real job, except that Josephine Standish had been a decoder during the same war – Peter smiled at the memory – and brave, eccentric Josephine knew far more than even Lucas assumed. Peter had a great respect for her. He hoped he never knew the full extent of her abilities. It pleased him to have some mysteries left.

Lucas would not approve of Peter’s having sent Elena to rescue Aiden Strother. Intellectually, he might understand why she was the best person to do so, inexperienced as she was. She spoke both Italian and German fluently. German would be an advantage because, of course, that part of Italy had been occupied by many different forces, and recently the German-speaking Austrian Empire. The danger they feared, and that Aiden had gone to investigate, was German-inspired.

Elena had a first-hand knowledge of how Hitler’s rise to power in Germany, at the beginning of this year, had changed everything. Experience was a visceral part of understanding. She had proven that she had determination. Also, when she was pressed, a considerable imagination and courage to act. Peter admired that. But was it enough?

This was still an operation he would rather not have given to someone so new to the service, and so emotionally raw. Both were disadvantages, in that she lacked training, but more seriously, her feelings for Aiden would leave her vulnerable. Could they easily be reawakened, used against her, even fatally?

He turned the corner and walked more rapidly along the next street, the sun in his face.

There were also advantages. Elena was not a professional. No one in the service on the other side would know her. That was the best disguise of all. But by far the most important advantage was that she would know Aiden Strother by sight, no matter how his appearance had superficially changed. She would recognise the things one cannot disguise: the shape of his ears, the way he stood when casually waiting, the things that made him laugh or, more likely, irritated him. There were things that remained, likes and dislikes that guide choices: a taste for a shellfish, a love of trees and dogs. These things are unchanged even when disillusion sours everything else. Peter knew that, too, but preferred not to remember.

Had Aiden loved Elena? Peter smiled at the thought of her. She had a turbulent face, vulnerable, and full of emotion. And yet she was capable of great calm, as if she were searching for something and, every so often, she found it. She was interesting, different.

He hoped profoundly that she would succeed, quite apart from the imperative of recovering Aiden Strother’s information . . . and that was crucial. The other news he was receiving about the rising power of Hitler within resurgent Germany, gaining strength and casting his hungry eyes towards its neighbours, might be dismissed as fear-mongering by some, but Peter took it very seriously.

Austria was particularly vulnerable. Its new young chancellor, Engelbert Dollfuss, had come to power the year before. He was an unusual man who, though only four foot eleven tall, had managed to be accepted into the army, where he had served with some distinction. He was an ardent Catholic, and very right wing politically. He was extremely sensitive about his height and punished anyone rash enough to make jokes about it. In fact, he was heavy-handed altogether in exercising his power.

It was Peter’s job, as well as his nature, to foresee problems, and to know as much as possible about the players, their power and their interest. Aiden Strother’s years in Germany, Austria and northern Italy were fundamental to that.

Lucas Standish might understand his reasons, but he would still be angry that Peter had gone behind his back and sent Elena to find Strother. The knowledge of that was a growing darkness inside him. He cared what Lucas thought of him. It left him vulnerable, and yet he realised Lucas was the most important influence in his life, more important than his own father, whom it seemed he would never truly please, no matter how hard he tried. To begin with, he could not share any aspect of his work with his parents or, for that matter, with his wife, Pamela, but that was a whole other area that he preferred not to visit now.

He was walking quite automatically, passing people without seeing their faces. Everyone was hurrying, even in the mild September sun. Hurrying somewhere, towards something, or away from it. He smiled – not at any of the passing faces, but just at the light and the warmth, perhaps at memories of friendship, shared discovery, successes . . . and the comfort of companionship in the face of failure. That, too, was a bond, perhaps the tightest of all.

Had he broken it all by sending Lucas’s granddaughter on a mission that could only be painful to her? 

Peter went back to his office and completed all the travel arrangements for Elena under her own name. He included a car to take her to the airport, and one at the other end to take her from the airport near Paris into the city and the railway station. He already had the rail tickets all the way to Milan and then on to Trieste. From that point, she would have to take care of her mission herself. He had city maps with notable places marked, specifically where she might like to photograph. She must keep that cover always.

And, naturally, there was money, and the address of the three-room apartment rented for her. On balance, this was better than a hotel, more discreet. There was a landlord who would know how to watch and help, if necessary, and appear harmless, and who would get in the basic food supplies for her arrival.

Peter reached the office and went upstairs.

He knocked on Bradley’s door. As soon as he heard the muffled order from inside, he went in.

Jerome Bradley, head of MI6, was sitting at his desk. He looked up with a bland expression on his face. He was immaculately dressed, as always, in a tailored pinstripe suit, white shirt, anonymous tie. His school was not one to boast about. His thick brown hair was brushed back off his forehead. ‘Yes?’ he said, but he did not invite Peter to sit, even though there was a chair a few feet from the desk.

Peter stood straight, not quite at attention. ‘I’m sending someone to Trieste to find Aiden Strother and get him out—’

Bradley cut across him. ‘What’s he doing there anyway? I don’t remember sending him.’

‘You didn’t,’ Peter replied. ‘You weren’t in charge then. It was six years ago.’ He did not add that Bradley had taken Lucas Standish’s place when he had finally retired. They were both only too aware of that. But still, it was surprising that Bradley had not read the confidential papers that would have told him about Aiden Strother.

‘Strother?’ Bradley’s eyes narrowed. ‘Just a minute, wasn’t he a traitor? Do you mean he’s turned our way again?’ His voice was heavy with doubt. ‘How?’

‘He was always facing our way, sir,’ Peter said patiently. ‘We planted him, and he sent back a great deal of information.’

‘Really.’ That was not a question, only an acknowledgement that Bradley had heard him. ‘I don’t remember seeing his name on anything.’ His voice had a note of criticism.

‘No, sir, we don’t leave the names of our informers on things.’ That was a reminder of something that was obvious.

‘What has he done that he’s in danger?’ Bradley changed tack. He looked sceptical. ‘Be careful who you bring back into the country, Howard. Think very hard about what you are doing. You have been known to let your enthusiasm mislead your judgement.’

Peter felt the hot blood rise up his cheek. Bradley knew far more about him than he knew about Bradley. Bradley was senior to him, although much of his experience had been in a different area, higher in administration, less in action. ‘You don’t accomplish much by always playing within the bounds of safety, sir.’ That was needle sharp, and intended to be. Peter had been active in intelligence during the war and shortly after. Bradley had not.

‘You don’t need to remind me of your accomplishments, Howard. At least not more than half a dozen times,’ Bradley responded with a ghost of a smile.

That was unfair. Peter never boasted. He abhorred braggarts. It was the surest sign of insecurity and the inability to overcome it, serious weaknesses in any officer. Bradley was baiting him deliberately. ‘Then you know the answer to your question, sir,’ he said between his teeth. ‘Strother was embedded six years ago, with the orders to go wherever his opportunities led him, and to report back anything he felt of interest, but with the greatest care and as seldom as possible. He sent his information . . .’ He hesitated, reluctant to tell Bradley anything he did not have to.

‘Yes?’ Bradley said impatiently. ‘For God’s sake, Howard, stop dancing around like a bloody ballerina en pointe. I know everything that you do, and a lot that you don’t.’

‘I don’t doubt it, sir,’ Peter replied. He knew a lot that he had not told Bradley, and did not intend to. Little things, day-to-day details, but that was how most pictures were drawn. Not in thunderclaps, but one stroke at a time.

‘What does this Aiden Strother know that is worth risking another man’s life to get him out?’ Bradley went on. ‘And if Strother is really any good, tell him to lie low for a while and find his own way out. Where is he? Germany? Austria?’

‘Since his handler had disappeared, and we have no direct contact with him, how do you suggest we do that?’ Peter tried to keep sarcasm out of his voice and failed.

Bradley asked the one question Peter had hoped he would not. ‘How do you know his contact has disappeared?’ His eyebrows rose. ‘Who told you that? Let him tell Strother to get out, if he hasn’t got enough sense to get out anyway. Since the line of communication has been cut, surely the man is bright enough to know that?’

It was settling into a battle of wills, no longer tied to the actual issues. Why? Personal dislike? Or was Bradley actually trying to provoke Peter into something more? An open insubordination, for which he could be dismissed? Or, at the very least, demoted. Was it all still about Lucas Standish and the ghost of his leadership that lingered on? Bradley wanted to put one of his own men in Peter’s place. That was an open secret. Peter might even have wanted the same were their positions reversed.

How much of the truth should he tell Bradley? Certainly not that he had sent Lucas Standish’s granddaughter, and yet he could not get the travel expenses passed if he did not clear them through the usual channels, which Bradley was bound to see. And there was also the accommodation in Trieste. Damn Bradley. ‘I don’t care if Strother stays or leaves, if he thinks that is best,’ he answered, measuring his words. ‘But I want his information to date. In his last message, he implied it was very important.’

‘Oh!’ Bradley’s eyebrows shot up and his tone became sharper. ‘Such as what?’

‘I don’t know.’ That was partly true. Peter did know it had something to do with Dollfuss and the changing power in Austria. ‘But before he sinks back into the woodwork, and we can’t find him, alive or dead, I wanted to discover exactly what he has learned. If we bring Strother himself back, so much the better, but if not, then at least his information.’

Bradley’s face tightened with displeasure, but the argument was reasonable. ‘All right, if we must, but a messenger, that’s all. And train, second class; he’ll get there just as quickly. Is that everything?’

‘Thank you.’ Peter took the authorisation. He had just put out his hand to open the door when Bradley spoke again.

‘Howard?’

He turned. ‘Yes, sir?’

‘Lucas Standish is gone. You answer to me now, and only me. I want a report on Strother as soon as possible, do you understand? And if you succeed in getting him out, then I want to debrief him personally. Is that understood?’

‘Yes, sir.’

He must answer Bradley about Lucas, too. He would demand it. ‘I see Standish socially now and then,’ he continued. ‘As you see your friends.’ He swallowed hard. ‘Lord Irwin, for example. I don’t intend to criticise it, even though he has some extreme right-wing views. I would go so far as to say pro-Nazi. And, of course, there’s Oswald Mosley . . .’

Bradley’s face was filled with a sudden and powerful dislike. ‘As opposed to Churchill who, thank God, is out of office,’ he snapped back. His pen was clenched in his heavy hand as if he wished to stab something with it. ‘A forgotten man, who doesn’t know when to keep his crazy and disruptive opinions to himself,’ he added bitterly. ‘You may want another war, Howard, but most decent people with any sense do not. Especially those of us who fought in the last one. I mean really fought, in the trenches. Who saw their friends and brothers blown to pieces, or caught in the wire and riddled with bullets, helpless to do anything about it. And there were plenty of us. You would do very well to remember that. And if you think I will throw you out the first legitimate chance I get, you’re bloody well right. I would, so be very careful. Don’t make the slightest mistake . . . and give me the chance.’

‘Sir—’

‘Don’t interrupt!’ Bradley snapped. ‘You’re good at your job, I’ll give you that. I’d have got rid of you years ago if you weren’t. But you’re Lucas Standish’s man. There, I’ve said it openly, though everyone knows it already. I hope you keep our other secrets better than you keep that.’

Peter swallowed hard. ‘Since I served with him for fifteen years, it’s hardly a secret, sir. If there’s anyone that still doesn’t know he was the best director we’ve had – and he taught me just about everything I know – then we need to get rid of them. They wouldn’t find their own backsides with both hands and a map.’

Bradley sat forward in his chair. ‘Get out, and bring back Strother’s information. Whatever it is, give it to me. If it’s any bloody use! Do you understand me?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And if you give it to Lucas Standish, I’ll have your head on a plate, and that’s a promise.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Peter went out and resisted the impetus to slam the door. He closed it very quietly, not even allowing the latch to click. But he did wonder how much Bradley knew about Aiden Strother that he was so keen to get the report. Was it just to make certain Peter obeyed him? Or did he know more of it than he admitted?

It was late in the afternoon when Peter went home. The anger from his interview with Bradley had subsided. There was something cathartic about having their differences out in the open, even though he could not afford to give Bradley even the ghost of a chance to fire him. He loved the work. It was the centre of his life. It had been for twenty years, since he left university and joined the service.

He loved the complexity of it, the intellectual rigour of working through all the possibilities. He dreaded, and yet was excited by the unforeseen; even the tragedies made the victories more precious. Some enemies he hated, some he despised, others he respected, even, on occasion, admired.

He was afraid of physical pain – he believed any sane person was – and yet it also made him acutely aware of the joy of being alive and what was to be valued: the smell of new-turned earth, the glory of a sunrise over cliffs on a clear day, the flowers of the hawthorn, the drift of cherry blossoms, scarlet poppies on the edge of a field of corn. Poppies always reminded him of grief, as they did every Englishman he knew. They were the symbol of sacrifice: too many young men to count, leaving their blood and their bones in the fields of Flanders, as his elder brother, James, had done. He had that in common with Elena, though he had never mentioned it to her. It was still a raw pain because too many things had been left unsaid. Had he ever let James know how much he admired him? Wanted to be like him? Even though, to their parents’ chagrin, Nature had cast them utterly unalike.

He was moving more quickly without realising it, his sense of purpose, whatever Bradley said, energising him. He would send Elena to Trieste to bring Strother out if possible, at any cost, and with any information he had. Peter would rather not have had to fight against Bradley, too, but if the wretched man made it necessary, then so be it.

He turned in at his own gate at half past six. The sun was lowering and there was a shadow of dusk in the air, the noise of starlings coming home, the warmth of colour in the light. It was comfortingly familiar, all the late roses in bloom and deadheaded, so nothing looked careless. He liked this time of year. Spring was full of hope, blues and yellows, everything coming to life, blossoms that were so short-lived. But this was a season of harvest, the survivors’ scarlet and purple and rust, fulfilment of promises kept and foreknowledge of winter and sinking back into the earth.

He put his key into the front door and it opened easily. He should thank Pamela for caring so meticulously that everything was cleaned, oiled . . . whatever it needed. Somehow it never seemed the right time to say so that it did not sound artificial.

‘Hello!’ he called from the hallway. Absentmindedly he looked at the post lying on the silver tray, a memento of university days, some prize or other. There was nothing but the usual bills and receipts, a letter from an old acquaintance.

Pamela came into the hall. She looked exactly as she always did, cool and elegant. She did not know how to be awkward. He had often thought she would be able to walk the length of a room with a pile of books on her head and not lose any of them. A useless accomplishment, but it gave her a degree of unthinking grace that never let her down.

He kissed her smooth cheek automatically. She smelled of something pleasant, a flower of some sort. ‘Have you seen this?’ he asked, holding up the envelope.

‘Yes, it’s Ronald Dashworth, reminding you of the anniversary dinner, as if you’d forget.’

He had forgotten, on purpose. ‘Oh, yes,’ he said non-committally. ‘What night is it again?’

‘Sunday,’ she said, moving a step away from him. ‘Did you say you had something else on that night? You haven’t.’

There was no answer that would not provoke an argument. He did not want to go, but he owed it to Pamela. It would be a full-dress affair, glamorous, very formal; he should make an effort.

‘What are you going to wear?’ He tried to sound interested. He knew she was a lovely woman, bordering on truly beautiful. Honey-coloured hair, classic features, blemishless skin, even at forty-three, a year younger than he. They should have grown comfortable with each other. Why hadn’t they? Because the most important thing in his life was his work. It had his interest, his loyalty, his triumphs and disasters, all his depth of emotion, and he could not share any of it with her.

Not that he had tried. Or would try. He could have told her at least the nature of it; he could have shared all the things it had that were not secret. He could have let her know the pain of his failures. She did not need to know the exact cause, the names and faces of the men he had lost, the memories of those wounded most deeply. What could he have said? I lost a friend today? Can’t tell you the details, but it hurts? Terribly? I hurt, and I feel guilty? Even though I could not have prevented it? All loss was like that, no
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