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Europe 1941. Britain trembles on the brink of defeat. Across
the Channel stands the invincible German Army. Just one hope
remains—to shatter the German/Soviet neutrality pact and send the
Panzers rumbling Eastward.

The Killers leader John Standish agrees to undertake his most
dangerous mission yet. To penetrate Hitler's private lair, the
Eagle's Nest at Berchtesgaden. To attend a house party with some of
the most evil monsters of the twentieth century—Himmler, Goering,
Goebbels, Hess. To disrupt a madman’s destiny and hasten the split
between Hitler and Stalin—those two fatal friends.
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This is for Lionel Trippett, with sincere thanks for his
enthusiasm and his skill.


Chapter One

 


SUNDAY, MARCH
16TH, 1941 was cool and mainly cloudy. In their thousands, all over
Britain, people flocked to their parish churches and cathedrals to
pray for their loved ones far away and for the success of the
campaign against the combined forces of Germany, Russia and
Italy.

During the
afternoon, many families went for walks in the country, returning
home in the evening to their suppers or to go to the pubs for a
night’s drinking. Apart from the inevitable raids over the cities,
it was an ordinary sort of Sunday.

For John
Standish, leader of the secret anti-Axis organization known as The
Killers, it was far from an ordinary sort of Sunday.

He lay face
down in the cool bracken, cursing the time he’d wasted in the last
three months when he should have been building himself up to peak
fitness again. The affair in the death camp had taken more out of
him than he’d realized. The breath rasped like hot sand in his
chest, and he could feel his heart pounding with the effort of
running and dodging.

Biting his
lip, Standish tried to calm his breathing, using the techniques
he’d learned from the eleventh-century mystic and poet, Tao
Chu-Wen. Gradually it eased, and he rose to his hands and knees,
peering through the brown screen that hid him from his pursuers.
His vision misted over and he wiped sweat from his eyes.

As he’d run
through the trees, the birds and animals had scampered and fled
from him. Then, as he’d gone to ground, the forest had slowly
returned to normal. A building of rooks circled among the stark
pines, ready to return to their nests when the evening sun had sunk
a little lower. Apart from their swinging black shapes, the wood
was still.

For a moment,
Standish wondered whether he’d managed to trick them, or whether
they’d spotted his signs at the bubbling stream a mile back down
the hill. Then, above the cluster of trees shading the valley, he
saw a flock of pigeons whirr upwards, disturbed by something. Or
someone.

If only he
could have made the crest of the next hill, he could have slipped
down through the next valley and had a chance of making the road.
Once there, it wouldn’t have been impossible to have stolen a lift
and got clean through the cordons that lay around the entire area.
In some ways the amount of trouble taken for him was a sort of
compliment. A compliment Standish could have done without.

Far away,
muted by the trees, he heard a voice, shouting out orders. And
another voice, away above him, closing the net around him and
shutting the door on any hope of freedom. Yet, all wasn’t lost. A
thought of Lobkowitz came to him. ‘When fleeing, it is not the
speed that is important—it is the direction.’

His pursuers
would be expecting him to keep moving away from them, until they
had him hopelessly bottled up in their strangling net. John
Standish had never been one to submit tamely to capture, and he
began to crawl slowly and silently through the thick
undergrowth.

Towards the
soldiers that were closing in on him from the lower slopes of the
valley.

It was about
ten minutes before he saw the first of them. Or rather saw the
glint of the setting sun breaking through the cloud and splashing
in a silver streak off a bayonet. Whoever was in charge of the
troops knew his business. Standish could see now that the soldiers
weren’t in just one line, but were staggered in two rows, about
twenty yards apart, probing at every suspicious clump of
undergrowth. Also, they were characteristically well-disciplined,
with no shouting or joking. It was a deadly serious operation.

With the light
beginning to fade, he realized that he would have to make his own
luck. Over to the right, a bunch of pines made a thick splodge of
blackness against the lighter shades of the forest. That would be
the place. As swiftly and silently as an adder in the summer sun,
Standish crawled back, away from the advancing soldiers, until he
was among the cool shade of the trees.

It had been a
rule of the hunted through all time that hunters often forget to
look up. Charles II had used that rule to lurk among the branches
of an oak tree while the Roundheads sought him. And what was good
enough for a merry monarch was more than good enough for John
Standish.

Grunting a
little with the effort, he heaved himself into the lower branches,
cursing as a dry twig snapped with a report that sounded like the
shot of a pistol in the green silence. Someone heard it; there was
a shout to the left, and an answering call from someone nearer.
They certainly regarded him as big game. It sounded as though
they’d turned out half a division in his honour. There was the
thudding of feet over the soft leaf-mould, coming closer. Standish
just had time to flatten himself against the damp-smelling trunk of
the tree when the first of the soldiers burst into the nearby
clearing. Peering through the branches, the leader of The Killers
could see him, his face smeared with mud and leaves stuck around
his unmistakable steel helmet. Warily, the soldier looked round
him, trying to trace the source of the noise. He was joined by
another man, while Standish could hear the noise of others,
rustling through the ferns and bracken about him.

The old trick
worked.

For a
time.

Although he
could hear the other men moving slowly forward all around the clump
of trees where he hid, the two soldiers that were closest decided
to sneak a crafty smoke before they rejoined their fellows.
Shielding the flame of the match from the wind, they stood close
together, eyes flicking about the forest.

They were
interrupted by the voice of an officer, shouting for them to close
up the line. One of them went off immediately, stamping out his
cigarette. The other, a tall, thin man, stooped to tie up a boot
lace, directly below the tree where Standish was hidden. It was a
moment that he could hardly miss, and there was only time for the
briefest glance around to make sure there were no other hunters in
the vicinity.

Like a hawk
stooping at an unsuspecting pigeon, Standish plummeted down on the
back of the soldier, his fist striking him cleanly on the exposed
rear of his neck, just below the rim of his helmet. The man never
knew what had hit him, slumping forward, his rifle slipping
soundlessly to the soft turf under the pines.

Working
quickly, fingers ripping at the buttons of the battle-dress,
Standish started to strip him, praying that he was near enough to
his own build to be able to pass a quick glance in the evening
light. He’d just managed to drag the jacket off the limp figure
when he heard a sound that chilled him to the core of his being.
The rattle and click of a rifle bolt being worked.

Moving very
slowly, he stood up, turning round to find himself looking down the
barrel of a rifle. It was held in the hands of a short soldier,
aged about thirty. Not one of the callow, nervous youths he’d seen
earlier in the day. Standish dropped the battledress jacket,
gesturing at the unconscious man at his feet.

‘I’m afraid he’ll have a bit of a headache when he wakes
up.’

The expression
on the trooper’s face didn’t change. All that happened was that the
muzzle of the gun dropped slightly from his head to point steadily
at the centre of his stomach.

‘I suppose this is where you tell me to put up my hands and
wait for an officer? No? Or do you tell me where I went wrong,
spending so long on the tale that I manage a cunning
escape?’

He saw the
finger whiten on the trigger, and there was the flash of flame from
the rifle, followed by the crack of the explosion. Standish
clutched his chest and went whirling backwards to lie a crumpled
heap in the soft, sweet-smelling mould under the pine trees.

The shock of
the rifle sent the rooks soaring skywards again, screaming their
protest at being so rudely disturbed. Calmly, the soldier spat on
the ground and rammed another bullet into the breech. The ejected
cartridge dropped near Standish’s head, still smoking slightly.

 


‘Do get up, Standish. You’ll catch your death of cold on that
damp ground.’

Grinning
ruefully, John Standish sat up and dusted the leaf-mould from his
expensively cut trousers. ‘Bit quick on the trigger, your corporal
there. Suppose I’d been a top Nazi parachuting down wanting to
speak to Winston and end the war? What then?’

Facing him,
his uniform immaculate, boots still brightly polished, stood the
languid figure of Brigadier Jeremy Barty-Shire, Officer Commanding
the unit of the Cameron Highlanders currently training in
Banffshire in anti-paratrooper warfare. The possibility of invasion
still lurked in the back corridors of the War Office and much
stress was being placed on how to repel an airborne attack.

‘A top Nazi coming to see Winston! Really, Standish old boy!
You certainly come up with some wizard ideas. Still, you certainly
gave us a run for our money. Won your fiver with ease.
What?’

The bet had
been that Standish would be given a start of thirty minutes within
a defined area of mountain and forest, while Barty-Shire had
claimed his men would get him before three in the afternoon.
Standish had started at eleven that morning and it was now nearly
six, and close to dark.

‘Hope your man there isn’t too badly hurt. Lucky I wasn’t a
real paratrooper though. He’d have had his throat slit and a lot of
your other chappies would have been dead as well.’ Dismissing the
unsmiling corporal with an airy wave of the hand, the Brigadier
strolled back along the path with Standish.

‘You gave us a lot to think about today. Made us realize that
we aren’t as good as some of us thought.’

‘Got something for your fiver, then?’

‘Indeed yes.’ There was a braying laugh from the officer that
grated at Standish’s nerves. ‘Only thing is, I don’t reckon we’ll
ever have to fight against Jerry parachutists. I mean, really. Pack
a lot of squaddies into a load of gliders and heave them halfway
across Europe. Most of them’d be laid flat with airsickness by the
time you get them there.’

It was an
effort for Standish to keep cool before this kind of blank-minded
stupidity. Officers like Barty-Shire, though only the same age as
The Killers’ leader, still lived in the days of the cavalry charge
and the sabre.

‘Into the valley of death,’ muttered Standish to himself,
relieved that they were close to their hotel.

‘What’s that, old boy?’

‘Nothing. Just thinking aloud. I’m sorry you believe that
paratroopers are just fairies at the bottom of Doctor Goebbels’
propaganda garden. Where are you moving to after this
training?’

Barty-Shire
laughed again. ‘Leaving this shower, old boy. Off to join a new
mob. Piece of cake.’

‘Where’s that, old boy.’

‘Crete.’

 


The hotel was
nearly empty, with just a smattering of officers using up their
expense chits as the exercises dragged to their close. It had only
been mere chance that Standish had found himself at an adjacent
table to Barty-Shire who had lost no time in using him as a hare
for his operation on Sunday. Barty-Shire had heard Standish mention
the name of Bowditch to the desk clerk and had immediately leaped
in with the information that he’d been at school with old Tristram
and was Standish anything to do with his secret service stuff?

Rather than
involve himself in a potentially dangerous web of deceit, Standish
found it safer to rub the side of his nose with a knowing wink, and
say nothing. Barty-Shire reacted as he’d hoped, playing along with
the secrecy game. But, it had still been easier to help out by
running from his trained hounds where a refusal would merely have
led to more questions.

Questions were
something that Standish didn’t encourage. Particularly when he was
trying to relax on a short holiday. He had the lightest of dinners,
deciding to slip upstairs and catch up with some reading. Andy
Ballantine, the American member of the organization, had mailed him
a selection of the latest crime shockers from the United States and
he was eager to get into them. Though he doubted that any of them
would measure up to his first great love—Raymond Chandler.

For a moment,
he couldn’t open the oak-panelled door to his first-floor bedroom,
with its panoramic views of the loch and surrounding mountains.
That was what the brochure had said, but most mornings had been too
misty to see either the water or the hills, and it was always dark
by the time he got back. He reached round for the light, clicking
it downwards. Nothing happened.

An ordinary
man would have thought the bulb had failed but a man with his
nerves trained to a hair-trigger might have suspected a trap and
leaped in with his gun blazing. Despite the fact that he wasn’t
carrying a gun, Standish’s mind moved further and faster. If it was
a trap, then he would easily have been shot down as he opened the
door, silhouetted against the light of the corridor. So, it must
just be a bulb giving out.

Cursing under
his breath, he tossed up between walking back along the corridor
and down to the reception desk to ask for a replacement bulb, or
crossing the bedroom in the dark and using the telephone by the
side of his double bed. It had been a hard day out on the hills,
and he decided that the shortest course was the easiest.

He had a clear
plan of the room in his mind and he crossed it confidently,
avoiding the over-stuffed armchair, until he was close to the head
of the bed. He stooped down to pick up the handpiece of the phone
when he felt a hand touching him in a place where no gentleman
expects to be touched.

‘Hello, John. Are you surprised?’

It took an
enormous effort of will to keep his voice down to a normal pitch.
‘Hello, Jemmie. It’s a bit early in the year for a warmer in the
bed.’

Standish always kept a small pencil-torch handy at the side
of the bed, and he clicked it on, pointing the slim beam at the
figure in the bed. He’d seen Jemima Reynolds in and around the
office of Tristram Bowditch, the contact man for The Killers at the
British Secret Service. i
In fact, he’d taken her out on a couple of
occasions, finding her amusing and undemanding company, though
there was still the tiny seed of doubt in his mind about her
continuing inquisitiveness about The Killers. He’d warned Bowditch
about it but he seemed unconcerned, relying on the fact that
his father had
known her father.

To find her in
his bed in a lonely Scottish hotel must mean that there was another
mission for him and his organization. Jemmie was Tristram’s
messenger-girl, and she’d obviously decided to mix her business
with a little pleasure. The sort of pleasure that both she and
Standish had enjoyed before.

The bed linen
was spotlessly clean, and her jet black hair tumbled over it in a
midnight shower, framing her long, intelligent face. The sheets
were pulled up to her neck, so that it was impossible for him to
see what, if anything, she was wearing.

‘I thought that I’d get an early night tonight,’ he said,
stepping out of his muddy tweeds.

Her eyes
sparkled with wicked amusement. ‘Goodie. That’s just what I have in
mind as well.’

‘I meant that I wanted to curl up with a good
book.’

‘Well?’

‘I didn’t mean a Trollope!’

She giggled so
much at that that her fingers slipped off the sheet and it slid
gracefully downwards, exposing her uptilting breasts, like twin
mounds of whipped cream, tipped with cherries. As she reached up
for him, they rose in the air, pointing provocatively at his face.
It was too great a temptation for Standish and he lowered his face
and nuzzled on her neck, running his tongue into the hollow under
her chin, dropping his head until he could take one of her erect
nipples between his teeth.

Jemmie moaned
at that, pressing her head into the soft pillows. She gripped his
hand in hers, with surprising strength for a girl, tugging it down
her body, rubbing his nails over her flat stomach, until it reached
the springy mat of dark hair at the junction of her thighs. His
fingers probed her warm body, making her writhe and open and close
her legs convulsively. First one finger and then another
disappeared into her, while his thumb rolled her clitoris from side
to side.

‘God, John! If you don’t hurry up and fuck me it’s going to be
too late. Come on!’

Thanking a
merciful Providence that his only neighbour was an elderly and deaf
colonel, Standish did just what she wanted. Many of the upper-class
girls that Standish had laid with since ... since the incident that
had left him with his bitter hatred of the Axis powers, had been
reserved in bed. Jemmie was the exception that proved that
particular rule. Without naming any names, Standish had once
described being in bed with her as like being with Kali, Mae West
and a force ten hurricane all at the same time.

After the
passion had ebbed, and their breathing had returned to something
approaching normal, Standish sent Jemima scurrying into the small
bathroom, while he rang down for some whisky. Only by a sudden
coughing fit did he check the words: ‘And two glasses.’ It was an
eminently respectable hotel and there were things about his private
life that he didn’t want to get back to Bowditch.

The bottle
appeared on a silver tray, borne in by an aged Scot with a beard so
long it trailed about the tray, almost concealing the ten shilling
tip that Standish dropped on it. Once he was gone again, shuffling
along the quiet corridor, Jemmie slipped back into the bed, making
Standish jump by putting her cold feet on his stomach.

With great
forethought, she’d brought the glass out of the bathroom, and they
sipped at the rich golden whisky, savouring the warm glow. It was
nearly nine o’clock, and Standish stretched across the girl to
switch on the small radio ready for the news. Jemmie used the
closeness as an excuse to begin to rouse him again, sliding down
under the prickly blankets to use her nimble fingers and her soft
mouth on him.

Despite his
wish to listen to the wireless, Standish couldn’t hold back against
her, and only half of the bulletin made any kind of impression on
him.

There were the
sonorous tones of Big Ben, broken up by the crackling of some local
static. Then the familiar voice of Alvar Liddell, introducing the
nine o’clock news.

‘Aided by air cover, troops have recaptured the town of
Berbera in British Somaliland. The fighting was light and little
resistance was encountered from the defending Italians. Enemy
positions in and around Keren were heavily bombed.’

Standish moved
convulsively as Jemima dug her fingernails into the soft flesh
between his genitals and his thighs. Half-amusedly, he watched as
the mound of her head under the bedclothes rose and fell with her
passion.

‘The aerodromes at Valona and Tirana in Albania were bombed
last night by units of the Royal Air Force and extensive damage is
reported. Three of our aircraft are missing. The
Luftwaffe attacked
Bristol in force, but comparatively light damage is reported. Nine
of the raiders were shot down either by the local anti-aircraft
batteries or by the night patrols of Fighter Command.’

Briefly, he
thought of Bowditch’s younger brother Robin, shot down flying with
501 Squadron out of Warmwell. The losses for both Bomber and
Fighter Command were horrific. Far worse than the bland voices of
the newsreaders would ever be allowed to reveal.

‘In an official broadcast, the Minister of Labour announced
today that the gaps in the vital war industries are shortly to be
filled. Men aged between forty-one and forty-five, apart from those
in reserved occupations, are to be conscripted for industry.
Further plans will be announced later, but it is expected that men
aged forty and forty-one will have to register in April. Women of
twenty will also have to register at the same time.’

‘Jolly good, too. It’s about time everyone realized what total
war is about.’

‘Don’t talk with your mouth full,’ admonished Standish,
absently stroking the back of Jemmie’s neck. Gradually, he
concentrated less on the war news and more on her efforts. But
there was something she’d said that rang the tiniest of warning
bells somewhere at the back of his mind. So far back that he
couldn’t summon it forwards, and he forgot about it.

‘There has been a ceremony in Germany, honouring the war dead.
Adolf Hitler made a reference to President Roosevelt’s encouraging
speech of Saturday when he said that Providence would not allow the
world to be governed by a country, just because of the size of its
purses.’

It had been
a fine speech by the American President, saying how unified the
country was, and how they must all realize that the democracies
were uniting to fight the threat of the dictators. If only they’d
do more than talk. That was something that Andy Ballantine was
working on. Perhaps later in the year, if nothing else
intervened.

‘Showers in most places will continue heavy, with more
prolonged periods of rain. And that’s the end of the news.
Goodnight.’

Slightly
annoyed at having to interrupt
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