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Can a dangerous mission prevent unimaginable horror?

It is the summer of 1934 when MI6 receives intelligence that two German scientists have made a breakthrough in germ warfare. British agent Elena Standish must return to Berlin to prevent unimaginable horror and, with the help of her trusted friend, Jacob Ritter, embark upon a mission fraught with fear and uncertainty.

Meanwhile, her grandfather’s old adversary Johann Paulus has risen to power as an adviser to Hitler. By his side is his loyal supporter Hans Beckendorff, who is married to Elena’s childhood friend. But when Hans witnesses the bloodshed and atrocities of the Night of the Long Knives, he is torn between ambition and the realisation that he must protect his family from harm.

A TRUTH TO LIE FOR is the fourth thrilling espionage adventure to feature Elena Standish, who will need every ounce of her strength and ingenuity to survive what lies ahead . . .




Chapter One

‘I believe you have been complaining recently that your work is not challenging enough.’ Peter Howard raised his eyebrows very slightly. In the sunlight through the office window, he looked amused rather than surprised. 

Elena drew in a breath, then slowly let it out again. ‘Yes,’ she said. She had been recruited to MI6 by Peter just over a year ago, in May 1933. Now, in June 1934, he was her mentor, and her commanding officer. ‘I’m doing what any halfway competent clerk would do just as well,’ she added.

A flash of amusement lit his face for a moment, then vanished. ‘Then you will be pleased that I have a job for you that will require all your talents and abilities, except photography.’

Photography was Elena’s profession, her art, and her passport to all kinds of places and situations. It was her expertise as a photographer that had resulted in her invitation to a conference in Trieste, where she had achieved a success for MI6, and, more recently, her photographic skills had added so much to her family’s celebration in Washington, DC and had ultimately led her to solving two murders.

But she did not want to think about that now. It had been less than two months since the incidents in Washington, which had involved her grandfather, and which had ended so terribly. The pain was still raw for both of her parents, but especially her mother. Elena had hardly known her American grandfather, whereas she had a close and loving relationship with Grandfather Lucas, the former head of MI6.

Peter was talking, and she had not been listening.

‘. . . Berlin again,’ he was saying. ‘You must not be recognised, Elena. This is not an order – the mission is too dangerous for that – but it is a request that you cannot refuse.’

The irony of the distinction, which she could read in the shadow of a smile on his face, was not lost on her.

‘We’re sending another person as well, but you will not meet. Nor will you contact each other unless it is absolutely necessary.’

What had she missed? The humour of a few moments ago had vanished. Peter was not smiling in the sun as she had thought. Instead, he was squinting into the brightness of it, as if he saw something threatening approaching from far off, something that was crowding out everything else.

He must have observed her confusion, because a gentleness appeared in his face. Not just in his eyes, but in his mouth as well. ‘What is it?’ she asked as politely as she could. Now fear brushed by her. She waited, as if for the blow.

‘I want you to get someone out of Germany. As I said, it’s Berlin again.’

She knew he would read the fear in her face, and yet she could not hide it. That first assignment in Berlin had marked the moment she had changed from a naïve – and frankly fairly boring – girl, into a young woman of courage and imagination. A woman who expressed a passionate anger against the indifference of those who saw only what they chose to, which was primarily what fitted in their comfortable lives.

Her throat was dry. ‘Berlin?’ She only just managed to get the word out.

‘Yes,’ he said, watching her reactions. ‘There are two scientists we need to get out of the country.’

‘Physicists?’ she asked, remembering her last mission, also one she had not chosen, but which had been thrust upon her.

‘No, this time they are biochemists,’ he replied. ‘Two brilliant men. They form a research team, and the work of one depends on the other.’

She remained silent, knowing that Peter would tell her only what she needed to know.

‘One of them is creating new germs to be used in warfare, while we believe the other is on the brink of finding an antidote to those same germs, which is vital, of course, before using them against anyone.’

He was still watching her intently.

‘You were a child during the last war,’ he continued, ‘but you have learned enough about the use of gas in the trenches to imagine what germ warfare can be. What it can do, not only to armies, but to entire civilian populations, is—’

‘Yes,’ she said sharply, cutting him off. The thought was obscene. ‘What do I have to do?’

‘We’re going to get these two men out of Germany. The extraction of one of them is your task. We’ll send another agent, Alex Cooper, for the other.’

‘Why?’ The word was out before she thought that perhaps she was asking for more information than she needed.

Peter’s smile was bleak and there was a flicker of pain in it. ‘Because it’s vital that we get both of them out. If they leave separately, there’s a better chance that they will survive.’

Elena was paying close attention. The last thing they wanted was to allow Germany and Adolf Hitler to have the upper hand in germ warfare!

‘The Germans know that we’re aware of this research,’ Peter continued. ‘And if they discover that we are planning to extract their scientists, they will make every attempt to keep these two men in a secure location, hiding them until their work is done.’ After a pause, he added, ‘And then they will kill them. We need to get them out before this happens.’ He stopped. There was a rigidity in his body, even his face.

Elena knew that he hated having to say this, but he also knew that she needed the truth.

‘It will be your job to get Professor Heinrich Hartwig out of Berlin. Cooper will go after the other scientist who, at this time, is not your concern. You need only focus on Hartwig.’

She was certain there was more, and she waited. It was not long in coming.

‘Elena, you need to understand. The other man, Fassler, is vital to their germ warfare plans, but he’s a Jew. The minute he delivers, he’s dead. He knows this, and is prepared to leave Germany immediately.’

‘And Hartwig?’ she asked.

‘Hartwig and Fassler are research associates, the Germans’ top team in their field. They don’t work together, or even in the same lab, but their work is complementary. One man’s work is incomplete without the other’s. You can’t use this stuff at all until you have a sure protection against it for your own population. That hardly needs explaining. If we only get Hartwig out and not Fassler, Fassler will be working at a disadvantage, but Germany will still develop the germ, and find someone else who will ultimately develop a vaccine against it.’

‘But Hartwig is willing to sacrifice his entire life, in order to work in tandem with Fassler?’ she asked. ‘Has Fassler no loyalty to humanity, if nothing else? What on earth does he believe in? Hitler?’

‘I don’t believe either of them cares about politics one way or the other. They care about knowledge, science and medicine. But it’s more than that,’ Peter explained. ‘Hartwig is a widower, no children, his life is his work. And he sees where Germany is heading. So no, this is no sacrifice; it’s a necessity. Fassler? I know less about him.’

‘Peter—’ she began, but was cut off.

‘It doesn’t matter which scientist is doing what,’ he insisted. ‘They both need to get out quickly, while they can. The Germans undoubtedly know that any of their enemies will try to lure these men out.’ His voice was firm, leaving no room for discussion.

‘Aren’t there others who will take their places?’ Elena asked.

‘For some of the work, of course. Not for the creative genius. That’s all you need to know.’

Elena saw this as a polite way of reminding her how dangerous this mission would be. If she were caught, no threat, no torture in the world, could make her tell what she did not know.

Peter moved a little towards the window and, in a trick of the light, the shadows vanished from his face. When he spoke, his voice was lower, harsher. ‘Fassler, being Jewish, is a hostage to fortune. On one hand, the Germans can’t afford to damage him: he’s brilliant and thinks laterally as well as straightforward. But on the other, the Nazis are persecuting the Jews even more appallingly than when you were there a year ago and we can’t take a chance with his life.’

‘Worse than last year?’ she asked incredulously, memory scorching her. ‘I saw a young man on the kitchen table of the people who took me in. The Brownshirts had flayed the skin from half his body. I don’t even know if they managed to save him. I can’t imagine the persecution being worse than that.’

He looked at her steadily. Seconds ticked by. ‘Do you want me to send someone else?’ His voice was not critical, just disappointed.

‘No, of course not.’ She forced herself to say it, before she had time to consider whether it was really what she meant. But what a heavy burden! She was sure there was much he wasn’t telling her, but she knew he was protecting her. But then, her grandfather Lucas would not have told her everything either. He had been protecting her from all sorts of pain for as long as she could remember, far back into childhood. Her memories of him had been of safety, discovery, of long conversations about all kinds of things: the ultimate friendship. She could remember weeding the garden with him, the immeasurable happiness of thinking she was helping. The memory was still so clear, and yet she had been only about three years old.

‘Remember, Elena, Fassler is not your responsibility,’ Peter went on. ‘Your only goal is to get Hartwig out.’

‘And if I can’t?’ It was an unnecessary question, but she asked it anyway.

‘Then think of the worst disaster you can imagine. Haemorrhagic fever, or something as dreadful as that. Uncontrolled bleeding, and then death. Entire populations disappearing. Corpses all over the place because there is no time to bury them, and maybe even no one left to do it.’

‘You don’t need to paint that for me!’

‘Or bubonic plague,’ he added. ‘The Black Death of 1348. It took a quarter of the population of Europe.’

‘I get the point, Peter. We must get them out.’

‘Yes, we must,’ he said sharply. Almost as an afterthought, he added, ‘You do know that we have our own germ warfare experiments?’

She froze.

‘How the hell can we defend ourselves otherwise?’ he said quickly, as if he might have said too much. ‘We don’t know what the enemy has, but the more we know about where they are in the development of it, the better chance we have of stopping them.’ He shook his head fractionally, barely a movement at all. ‘Elena, if you can bring Hartwig here, he can help us with the antidote. If you cannot get him out, you must see that the Germans don’t arrest him. They must not take him alive. Can you do that?’

She looked at him and blushed. ‘Kill him? Yes,’ she said hoarsely. ‘I suppose there really is no choice.’

‘None,’ he agreed. ‘And Elena . . .’

‘What?’

‘Don’t blame Hartwig for the work he’s been doing. He’s under the thumb of a powerful leadership. Quite possibly he is looking for something to defend his own people from us! Remember that, when you get too free with your blame.’

She looked away. It bothered her that he would assume she would blame . . . and freely. ‘Is there more?’ she asked.

‘A lot. You need to know all you can about Hartwig. His life will depend upon you. That means you must learn about his history, his strengths and weaknesses. I will give it to you on paper, which you will memorise, then burn. You will have to contact him first, of course. Introduce yourself, and then say that you can and will help him.’

‘And who am I?’

‘Ellen Stewart. Enough like your own name to recognise or remember it. Ordinary enough. I looked in the telephone book.’ He gave a very slight, bleak smile. ‘There are ten in the London telephone directory. I’ll give you an address, too. You moved there recently. You will have a British passport, and a driving licence. A cheque book as well. I don’t expect you’ll need it, but it will be attached to a real account. Your father is a schoolteacher of mathematics, and your mother had three children. They lost their son in the war. Their other daughter is a widow, also from the war. We’ll stick to the truth as much as possible.’ Peter looked around the room, his face devoid of expression. ‘You’ll need an explanation for your familiarity with Germany, both its culture and language. I suggest regular holidays, perhaps a childhood friend who came from Germany and wanted you to learn her language. And you studied German in school, and at university. Have it ready in your mind. Never volunteer information, but have it prepared. I think your major problems will be your appearance, your clothes.’

She was a little stung by that remark, and then she realised it was not personal, it was strictly professional, and she thought she understood. When she had last gone to Germany, just over a year ago – although it seemed like another lifetime – she had learned that trying to hide was not the best way to disappear. Before Berlin, she had been unintentionally dowdy. She wore inconspicuous colours, soft blues and browns mostly, and dresses that were presentable, but ordinary. Boring, in fact. And no make-up, except a little lipstick to make her fair skin less colourless. When she needed to disappear into the background, her friends persuaded her to dye her hair from what she called ‘English mouse’ to a sort of Nordic blond, which suited her wonderfully. She remembered that well-fitting scarlet dress. It was spectacular! And yet, when she changed into the dress, she disappeared. That was when she learned that people remember the clothing, and not the face of the woman wearing it. If anyone were asked to describe her, it was the dress they would remember.

She had liked the overall effects of these changes so much that she had kept them. Not the dress, which had been destroyed – and in a way she would rather not recall – but she had loved the style. That included the fairer hair, which was much the same as it had been when she was three or four years old.

So, was Peter asking her to become invisibly ordinary again, just like the image of her on the wanted poster that had been all over the streets in Berlin only a year ago? Not the striking blonde she had become, who was conspicuous, who walked with grace and assurance, as if she were beautiful, and knew it?

She waited for Peter to speak. He was still hesitating, and she wondered what he was thinking.

‘Leave your hair as it is,’ he said finally. ‘It attracts attention here, but blondes are less unusual in Germany. If the subject arises, your mother was Swedish, not American. And stay with cool, sophisticated colours, possibly even black.’

‘In June?’ she questioned.

‘Why not? Or navy. And not a dress. Trousers are very fashionable now, if you can get away with them.’

He looked at her carefully and she felt distinctly self-conscious. ‘Yes, sir,’ she said obediently.

He did not respond.

Elena guessed that he had known she would say exactly that, and that he had probably known the tone of voice she would use as well. It was the only answer she could give. They both knew the weight of what she was about to do, and the risks as well.

Peter relaxed a little. It was barely perceptible, just an easing of the shoulders. ‘You will spend the afternoon with Mrs Smithers,’ he explained. ‘She’ll see that you have everything you need. That includes money, a map of the Berlin railway system, bus timetables . . . I don’t expect you’ll need that but it’s the sort of thing Ellen Stewart would carry. You can spend the afternoon however you think most useful, but you will sleep in a hotel tonight. And before you argue,’ he said, ‘that is not a suggestion, it is an order. And you will not contact your family. Any member of it! That includes Lucas. I’ll tell him later.’

She wanted to protest, but remained silent. It would be pointless anyway, and a trifle childish.

‘That also is an order, Elena. Disobedience of it will mean dismissal. And then we’ll have to start again to find someone else to rescue Hartwig, before it is too late, which it might be. Every day counts.’ He handed her a sealed envelope. ‘Your information on Hartwig. Memorise it, then destroy it.’

There was not even the ghost of a smile on his face. She was quite certain he had not forgotten the scandal when she had worked in the Foreign Office. She had studied for years in Cambridge for her degree. She was good at her work, excellent. Even so, it was her father’s post as British Ambassador in Berlin, Madrid and Paris that had resulted in that position for her. And then she had lost it because of her own stupidity. The disgrace had been deep and awful, especially to her family. For herself, she had deserved it. She was the one who had fallen in love with a traitor, but her family suffered for her, and with her. Peter knew how deeply it had cut, and he worded the warning specifically that way to impress it upon her.

‘I trust you to tell them something so that they don’t wonder why I don’t answer the telephone,’ she said a little stiffly. ‘Or why I can’t contact them at all.’

That he agreed was evident in the softening of the lines on his face. ‘I might even tell Lucas the truth. Or perhaps not. I might wait until I know you are out again, and safe.’ His look was almost tender. ‘Be careful, Elena.’




Chapter Two

Lucas Standish stood in Peter Howard’s office the following afternoon, in almost exactly the same place as Elena had stood the day before. The June sunlight fell in the same place on the floor.

Lucas was well into his seventies, a tall, lean man with a slight stoop to his shoulders. His grey hair was thinning at the crown, but his eyes were the same steady, cloudless blue they had always been.

‘So, Fassler has made a breakthrough,’ Lucas said. It was a conclusion, not a question. They had been discussing the subject of poison gas as a weapon of war and how, from there, germ warfare was the obvious next step.

Peter was half sitting on the edge of his desk. The two men had known each other since Lucas had recruited Peter into MI6, during the war of 1914–1918, which had spread until it was literally worldwide. The death toll had run into many millions. There was hardly a family in Britain who had not lost somebody. Peter had lost his brother, and Lucas his only grandson.

‘Yes,’ Peter agreed. ‘Very recently.’

‘How far has he got?’ Lucas asked. ‘Do you know?’

‘That’s one of the reasons we’ve got to get these two men out,’ Peter replied. ‘Fassler for the germ itself, and Hartwig for the antidote. We don’t know how quickly they could take that final step forward.’

‘Or pass it over to others,’ Lucas added grimly. ‘What about this Hartwig?’ Lucas watched Peter, tension building in his chest.

‘Both men have to be our focus. And we’ll get them out separately. It gives us a better chance of success. They are connected, but they don’t work together. But . . . there’s more urgency with Fassler. Not only is he a leader in this germ warfare research, but also because he’s a Jew.’ His expression changed from appearing to care into something harder, a profound distress.

Lucas felt a chill run through him. ‘What is it, Peter?’

‘So many German Jews think of themselves as being completely assimilated in the German culture: German first and Jewish second. This is a mistake, Lucas, and one that could be fatal.’

‘I know,’ Lucas said quietly. ‘I’ve heard the horror stories. You could persuade me to get Fassler out on humanitarian grounds alone. But if he’s making major steps forward in germ warfare – or even if he hasn’t, but is on the brink of such progress – we must get him out. It could be the most important thing we ever do.’

‘Alex Cooper will orchestrate Fassler’s escape,’ said Peter. ‘He’s already on it.’

‘Fine choice.’ Lucas knew Cooper. He was a good man, brave, imaginative, reliable. ‘What about Hartwig?’ he asked.

‘We sent someone late this afternoon. Should be in Berlin by tomorrow morning.’

‘Who?’

Peter looked away for just a moment. ‘Elena,’ he answered.

Lucas drew in his breath to speak, but no words came to mind, at least not any that he wanted Peter to hear. He already knew all the reasons why it was extraordinarily dangerous for her, and also why she was likely to succeed. The very fact that she was new at the job, that she was familiar with Berlin, growing up there as a girl, and that she looked like an over-eager amateur, these were all in her favour. Above all, perhaps it was that she let her emotions show. A more professional MI6 agent would not do that. They would melt into the background, look casual, ordinary. Elena did not act like any of their seasoned agents, and that was her best defence.

He saw how Peter waited, saying nothing. Did he still care what Lucas thought? Now that Peter was so close to the very top in command, he did not need to. Care, that is. He was head of his section of MI6, and he had earned it. In fact, it was the same section that Lucas had led during the war, and for some time after it.

Lucas thought about how they were alike in some ways. Peter had learned much of what he knew from Lucas. And yet, in other ways, personal ways, they were completely different. Unlike Lucas, Peter had no family other than a beautiful and distant wife, who had no idea what he did professionally, and his parents, who mourned their elder son lost, a hero leading his men on the battlefield, rather than a civil servant like Peter, who was, as far as their knowledge went, still pushing papers around in an office in Whitehall.

Peter could tell no one what he actually did. That was how it had to be, but it was not easy.

Lucas’s family had gone for many years believing Lucas held mundane jobs in the government. When Lucas finally revealed he had been head of MI6, his son, Charles, and granddaughters, Margot and Elena, were astonished. He had kept his real profession from Josephine, his wife, for more than fifty years, and had learned only recently that she’d known all the time.

For his part, however, he had always been aware of what she had done during the war. Josephine had been a decoder of many of the most important secrets passed from government to government, even within the German High Command. It was while doing her own work that she had learned about Lucas’s position, and had said nothing. Now in her mid-seventies, Josephine could still surprise him, and please him with her wit and her courage.

Lucas felt Peter waiting for him to respond. He saw a shadow of anxiety in Peter’s face. ‘Who does Elena have for backup?’ He knew that Peter would never dare send her in completely alone. ‘She can’t go to Cordell,’ Lucas added, referring to their chief MI6 man in Berlin, working under the guise of Cultural Attaché in their embassy. To Cordell’s displeasure, his daughter had married a young German, a Gestapo officer and a Nazi. Initially, the Gestapo had been an honourable part of the specialist police, many of them university educated, particularly in law. But now they were changing, becoming increasingly violent, as was everything in Hitler’s Germany.

‘Of course not,’ Peter replied. ‘Going to Cordell would risk not only her life, but his as well. Much of our best information comes from Cordell. And I have to admit, Lucas, that he has recently surpassed our highest expectations. He’s cautious, but he has the courage when he needs it. Elena’s backup is a fellow whose name you don’t need to know. He’s the hotel porter at the place where she’s staying, almost invisible, he’s so ordinary. British-born, but knows Berlin like his own back garden. And he knows the necessary people to give her the help she might need.’

As Peter spoke, his eyes were steady, his expression challenging. His relationship with Elena had developed over the past year. The first time they had met had been a disaster, and she’d left him semiconscious and lying on a footpath! For her second mission, in Trieste, he had chosen her reluctantly, both for her inexperience and her personal involvement with the principal player, which had already cost her a promising career in the Foreign Office. She had carried off the mission successfully, and with very little help from anyone else.

Lucas had learned about his granddaughter’s involvement. While he was worried and unhappy about the extreme risks she was taking, he respected her need to redeem herself. And in her place, he would have resented special treatment. It would appear like a lack of belief in her skill or her courage.

‘I’m grateful for our man in Berlin,’ said Lucas. ‘That is, the hotel porter. Another invisible person doing a vital job. What would we get accomplished without them?’

‘Very little,’ Peter said. ‘Most of them do it for the love of the cause, or revenge for friends or family lost already, or some other form of idealism. Heaven knows, we pay them little enough. Sometimes we don’t even thank them afterwards.’

‘And sometimes they play both sides of the street,’ Lucas added. ‘Why do we do this job at all?’ he said with a slight smile, but there was sadness in it, and also heartfelt emotions.

There was not a shred of humour in Peter’s face.

‘What other choice is there?’ he answered. ‘We’re talking about germ warfare. It only takes one infected person, or one exploded canister, to release the toxin and carry it over half the world! We can’t let either of those men remain in Germany.’ His voice was intense, yet quiet. ‘It’s not like the poison gas in the trenches, Lucas. This is so much more.’

‘You . . . said so.’ Now it was Lucas who was nearly at a loss for words.

‘Think about the influenza that followed the war. I’m sure you remember that. It killed even more than the war itself. And it took the best and the strongest, much of the time. Against germ warfare, we have no defence. We’re trying! But we can never underestimate the Germans. The cost of slipping up on this could be the creation of a germ that could wipe out a quarter of mankind.’

Lucas thought this was probably an exaggeration, but that was immaterial. He could remember; everyone could. ‘Is it really in that order of horror?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Peter. ‘Is it worth taking that risk?’

‘Of course not. But . . . are you saying that Hartwig might already know how to defend against it?’

‘He’s working on that, from what we can interpret,’ Peter answered. ‘In any case, we can’t let either of them remain in Germany. But there’s more to it than that.’

He paused for a moment, and Lucas felt his sense of alarm grow.

‘Some of our leaders in Whitehall are convinced the Germans are getting settled in, that there’s a return of order and hope. There’s food on most tables, trains are running on time. But we can’t go to sleep in the sun and suppose that they will go on like this, meaning us no harm. Hitler means harm to anyone who gets in his way. Some of our leaders may not think so. There’ll be battles in Parliament over it, until history proves who’s right. By which time it will be too late to begin dealing with it. We have to prepare for the fallout, whoever is right, or whoever wins. Please God, let’s hope that the people who are right are also the ones who win!’

‘That’s unusually optimistic of you, Peter.’

‘It would be optimistic if I said that the winners will be the ones on the side of what’s good and right,’ Peter replied bitterly. He raised his eyes a little and met Lucas’s with a hard, level stare, full of apprehension.

‘What?’

Peter inhaled deeply before speaking. ‘Paulus has risen to power again. He’s in charge of the department that oversees germ warfare. Just got word from Cordell in Berlin.’

Lucas felt as if he had taken a step and the ground had given way under his feet. ‘Who? Johann Paulus?’

‘Indeed,’ Peter said. ‘There can’t be two of them.’

Lucas struggled to disbelieve him. He found himself shaking his head. ‘He was finished! Disgraced,’ he protested.

‘Yes, he was,’ Peter agreed. ‘In 1917. You made a laughing stock of him, and he disappeared without a trace. Except perhaps an echo of the laughter, that still scalds him like acid. But a lot can happen in seventeen years. He was only in his late forties then, a lot younger than you. You didn’t bury a corpse, Lucas, you planted a seed. And men like him don’t ever forgive. He’s back again. In charge of quite a large section of the intelligence service, including, as I say, germ warfare.’

Lucas began to feel cold, as if an icy draught were coming from somewhere. ‘Why are you telling me this?’

‘A warning. I had to tell you. From what little I know of your history with him, he won’t have forgiven you.’ There was a trace of a smile on Peter’s face. ‘What the hell did you actually do?’

Lucas shook his head slowly, as if he needed time to think all this through. ‘His hatred for me is based on more than professional victories and losses during the war,’ he said. ‘It became very personal. Paulus, in all his arrogance, bought into a series of “top secret” messages that my people made sure he would uncover. Based on these, he led his crack team directly into an ambush, and most of his men were killed. The few survivors were taken prisoner.’

Peter nodded. ‘So, Paulus was not only stripped of his rank, but his reputation was shattered as well.’

‘But not irrevocably if he’s been reinstated.’ Lucas inhaled deeply and released a loud sigh. ‘He’s never forgiven me,’ he said.

‘He’s from Prussia, right?’ asked Peter.

‘Yes, and brilliantly trained, of iron self-discipline. Not known for forgiving or forgetting.’

Then Lucas pushed aside thoughts of Johann Paulus and asked the question he felt compelled to ask. The answer would be negative, yet he had to be assured. ‘You haven’t sent Elena using her own name, have you?’

‘Don’t be so bloody stupid!’ Peter snapped. ‘Of course I haven’t!’ He took a deep breath, as if suddenly hearing the harshness of his reply, and to a man he deeply respected. ‘She’s Ellen Stewart. She’ll go in there quietly, and, please God, will bring Heinrich Hartwig out with her. We need someone German Intelligence doesn’t know and won’t recognise, but also someone who is imaginative enough to improvise, to think of something new, if she has to. And who has the nerve to save Hartwig, if she can. But also kill him, if she must.’

Lucas was startled. He remembered the little girl, the granddaughter he had known since the day of her birth. ‘And you think she can do that?’ He tried to keep the disbelief out of his voice, and knew at once that he had failed.

Peter rubbed his head ruefully. ‘Yes, I do. I still remember how she knocked me out in Berlin.’

‘She thought you were the enemy!’ Lucas protested.

‘I didn’t say she’d like it, Lucas, but she understands that Hartwig will be better off dead than in the hands of the Gestapo. That is, if he’s caught running away.’

Lucas had no answer.

When Peter spoke next, his voice was barely above a whisper. ‘Germ warfare will be far worse, and—’

‘I know,’ Lucas said, cutting him off. And then he drew a deep breath. Only minutes earlier, that very same thought had crossed his mind. ‘I know.’

Lucas went home in the late afternoon. The sun was still high and bright, the colour not yet deepening in the west. The days were long at this time of the year, and the heat soaked into the pavement, radiating it back. Lucas could feel it when he parked the car outside the garage and walked round to the front door. The climbing roses were in full bloom, yellow and pink, some even dropping petals already.

He opened the front door and stepped in. He was about to call out to Josephine when Toby came skating around the corner, slipping on the polished wood of the hall floor, and then throwing himself at Lucas. He was a golden retriever, still young, but Lucas was certain that his enthusiasm would always delude him into believing he was still a puppy.

‘Toby!’ Josephine’s voice came from the kitchen. ‘Don’t jump all over him.’

Lucas bent down and hugged the dog. ‘Do as you’re told,’ he said gently, rubbing Toby’s ears. He did not expect for a moment to be obeyed.

Josephine came to the kitchen door, smiling. Her face was unusual, strong boned, generous and full of humour. It was the fashion now for women to have their hair short, but Josephine still wore her thick, silver-grey hair coiled up on her head.

She smiled at Lucas. ‘What if I tell Toby it’s suppertime?’ she asked. ‘That should get his attention!’

Toby took no notice of her. The magic word was ‘dinner’.

Lucas stood up, smiling. ‘Come on, Toby, dinnertime.’

Toby beat him to the kitchen door, tail wagging as he careened around the doorway and across to where his bowl stood. He picked it up and held it between his jaws.

‘I don’t know how he can do that without dropping it,’ Josephine said.

‘I suppose it’s practice,’ Lucas answered, putting one arm around his wife and kissing her cheek.

‘Good day?’ Josephine asked dubiously as she met his eyes.

He started to explain, then changed his mind. ‘Let’s eat first. I think I missed lunch.’ He vaguely recalled a sandwich with nothing specific in it.

‘Cold bacon-and-egg pie and a little apple pie after?’

‘Hot?’ he asked.

She gave him a sideways glance. ‘Of course, hot. And with very cold clotted cream.’

He smiled with intense satisfaction.

After the meal, Lucas went into his favourite room and settled into his armchair. He stared out of the windows. This room opened on to the back, revealing the small lawn and the trees beyond. They were mostly poplars, towering above the rooftops, their leaves shimmering and turning in the sunset wind. He had lived here nearly all his adult life, and he loved it deeply. It was home. Memories were woven into the pictures on the walls. The way the light fell at the different seasons, the patches on the carpet worn thin with footsteps over the years. Except the rug by the fire. That was new. But it carried a different story, one to do with a traitor, a shooting, and death.

Josephine came into the room and sat on the sofa. She picked up her knitting bag and removed her latest project.

It was time he told her about Elena. During the war, they had each kept secrets, and it was one of the great comforts that they no longer had to. Of course, they probably should have, but they understood the need for total discretion and wholly trusted each other.

‘I saw Peter today,’ Lucas remarked quite casually.

Josephine’s hands were busy knitting. He liked the regular click the needles made, a very gentle, domestic sound. Now, it stopped. She did not say anything, merely looked up at him.

‘How is he?’ she asked.

Lucas was sure she knew this was not about Peter; she was merely signalling that she was listening.

‘Concerned about two German scientists,’ he replied. Was he going to share this with her to avoid carrying it alone? It seemed to him that she always knew, especially if he was shouldering an extra emotional burden. He normally told her after the events occurred, but tiny things would give him away: something forgotten, reassuring habits repeated without realising; the details a good agent would notice.

‘German scientists,’ she repeated. ‘And concerned about what? Is this something more about the possibility of an atomic bomb?’

‘In a way, it’s far worse.’

She did not change her expression, or even stiffen her body. The only difference he noticed were the two stitches that had slipped off the needle, and she did not bother to pick them up.

‘Germ warfare,’ he told her. ‘Not fully developed yet, not complete, but we need to get the men involved in the development out of Berlin as soon as possible. Peter has sent two agents, one for each of the scientists.’ He saw apprehension in her face. ‘One of them is Elena,’ he finished.

She breathed out slowly. ‘I see. But . . . Berlin . . . again?’ She bent down to focus on picking up those stitches. ‘Mightn’t they recognise her? It was only a year ago.’

She was referring to Elena’s last trip there, which had very nearly ended in tragedy. ‘It’s a big city,’ he answered. ‘And we have to send our best. The Germans know her only as an amateur, looking very different from the way she does now.’

‘Is she one of our best?’ Josephine asked, her eyes wide. ‘If she is, then she’s not expendable.’

‘No one is expendable,’ he pointed out. ‘If the Germans expect anyone, it will be a man, and one they know. We can’t afford to lose even one, Jo. We never can, but now more than ever. Elena has the best chance. She looks so harmless.’

‘Is it bad, this germ warfare situation?’ she asked, her voice almost level. ‘I know it’s always been around for as long as we have fought each other, and perhaps since the dawn of civilisation, although it’s a lot more sophisticated now. A thousand years ago, two thousand, they used to throw the corpses of diseased cattle in the enemy’s water supply. I assume this is rather more sophisticated.’

‘Worse than gas in the trenches,’ said Lucas. ‘It can be used against civilian populations, entire regions wiped out with one round.’

‘What would be the point in poisoning the water supply of a civilian population? You can’t conquer anything then – no land, no peoples, no looting, nothing. Isn’t it self-defeating?’ she asked.

‘Not just the water supply, Jo. This new weapon can be released into the air. For the first city you use it against, yes, it might be self-defeating, but after that, the threat would—’

‘I see,’ she interrupted. ‘A bit like the threat of atomic bombs: half the world obliterated, so the other half will surrender. I don’t think the Germans would do that.’

Her voice sounded strong, but Lucas heard the doubt. Jo was an optimist, but also a realist.

‘Jo, please! If we really thought about the end of things, we wouldn’t do half what we do.’

She bent down and focused again on her knitting, threading through the stitches carefully with a crochet hook, and then rolling the garment and putting the whole thing in the knitting bag. ‘We do a lot of senseless things, Lucas. Like arguing against a decision that’s already been made.’

‘Yes, I agree.’ He wanted to add more. He wanted to reach out and take her hands in his, but only for his own sake.

She looked at him steadily. ‘Is there going to be another war? And please don’t insult me by lying. It isn’t any comfort.’

‘Possibly,’ he said at last. ‘But that’s better than blind submission. It depends on who’s in charge. I understand those who say “never again”. And I agree that we must never again send an entire generation to slaughter. But look at what’s already happening in Germany. There’s violence in the streets, the persecution of minorities and imprisonment of political opponents in camps like Dachau and Nohra. Not where I want to be ever, at any price.’

She said nothing.

Lucas sighed. ‘I know,’ he said quietly. ‘You and I are old. We’re not of the generation that’s going to be sent into the trenches. We’ll probably be bombed in our own homes. And if we lose, we’ll end up seeing the country taken over, enemy soldiers marching in our streets. Coming into our houses.’

‘We all know what happened to France last time,’ Josephine said grimly. ‘And before you say it, I’ll say it for you. If we don’t fight it abroad, we’ll end up fighting it at home. And worst of all, losing to an alien ideology the very people we think we’re protecting.’

Lucas was very quiet for a moment. He had expressed his thoughts on this matter to Josephine on so many occasions. And yet they niggled away at him. ‘My fear is that nothing has changed in Parliament. Perhaps not in the entire country. So many of our leaders are blindly seeing what they want to. I have to remind myself to look very closely before blaming some of those who are saying we must never have another war, whatever the cost. These wounds don’t heal, not completely. We lost our grandson, and that will always hurt, but it’s important that I feel everyone’s pain.’

There was no need for Josephine to respond. She knew too well that Lucas still had nightmares over the terrible decisions he had been forced to make as head of MI6, and the men and women who set out on dangerous missions – missions that he controlled – and did not come back.

Now it was peacetime, albeit an uneasy peace, and Elena had been sent to Berlin . . . again.

Lucas closed his fingers over Josephine’s and held them gently, but not so gently that, had she wanted, she could have withdrawn them. His mind teemed with things he wanted to say, but her knowing would change nothing, only make her fear more deeply for Elena. He kept his silence.




Chapter Three

Hans Beckendorff stood at attention in front of the polished desk with its scattered papers, blotter, built-in ink well, and assorted pens and pencils. He was avoiding looking at the picture of the Führer in its silver frame, turned sideways so that both the man behind the desk and anyone standing where Beckendorff was could see the face.

Hans did not salute. He had only had the privilege of working for General Johann Paulus for three or four months, but knew better than to relax, until he was given specific permission.

Paulus was a man in his mid-sixties, although it was difficult to tell his age from his appearance. He was solid, muscular, and in spite of his thick body, he moved with ease. But there was nothing of ease in his manner today. He was stiff, formal, very correct. It was almost as though he were on his guard about something.

Paulus held the high rank of general, yet there were whispers that he had been demoted in the past, and had only recently been restored to this position. The demotion had happened towards the end of 1917, in the Great War, as it was called. Something had occurred that was never referred to, and Hans had no desire to know more of it.

Whatever his transgression had been, Johann Paulus was back in charge and leading a very important part of military intelligence. For Hans, his was a notable promotion, now that he was working for the general.
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