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In a dawn raid on what was supposed to be a safe house, the Gestapo had caught a band of Polish resistance fighters. Among them was a British spy named Leslie Peters. So far, the Gestapo didn't know how important their prisoner was. But as soon as his true identity was revealed, they would give him up to their most proficient torturers and he would sing like a bird ... placing the lives of all the S.O.E. operatives in the country at risk.

	So John Standish was ordered to rescue Peters ... or eliminate him. If possible, Standish's boss, Tristram Bowditch, wanted the spy back in one piece. They were, after all, old school chums. But when they finally met, Standish realised there was something about the man that he just couldn't trust. Was he everything he claimed to be? Or could he just possibly be a double agent who had sold his own country out to the enemy?

	In To Win and To Lose, the action ranges from London to Dunkirk, from Paris to Warsaw. When ‘The Killers’ are called in, the pace is savage and tough. When they move, death is never far behind.
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Chapter One

	 

	THE OLYMPIA WAS packed to the ceiling. The crowd still buzzed from Johnny Hess singing the ‘Lambeth Walk’ to close his act—a tribute to the numbers of men in British uniforms in the audience. The cheering had been loudest from a group of young men in Royal Air Force blue, in the middle of the stalls.

	In the front row of the balcony, his chin resting on the dusty velvet rail, was a tall, thin man, with dark brown eyes and high cheekbones. His slender fingers toyed with an unlit Gauloise cigarette. He wore a light green shirt and no tie—merely a loosely-knotted cravat with a Paisley pattern. His clothes were well-cut without being ostentatious; his manner that of an undoubted gentleman.

	Slumped sideways in the next seat, half-turned as he looked at a lovely girl several rows back, was his companion. It would be hard to envisage a more different man. Indeed, had you not noticed them in whispered conversation during the intermission, then you would not have imagined they could even know each other. He was tiny, perhaps five feet two inches tall, with a deformation of the shoulder that his friends ignored and his enemies used behind his back when they called him ‘Le Bossu’—the hunchback. His chin was pointed, and his eyes a startling blue. He wore faded dungaree trousers and a short-sleeved black silk shirt. Very old and torn. A keen onlooker might have noticed that both forearms carried a number of small scars—old needle tracks. The only other clue to his past or present was a heavy gold ring on the right hand, with an ornate pattern of a flying Chinese dragon engraved upon it.

	The well-dressed man was called John Standish, and he was an English country gentleman, whose face was familiar to readers of Tatler, gleaming out of the society pages, as he escorted various ponderous matrons to Hunt Balls. His companion was Jean Marreq, a painter. And an assassin.

	‘We must be moving. We’ve much to do before the morning.’

	Marreq turned back to face his companion. ‘Not yet. She is next.’

	The huge curtains swished back, barely trailing over the stage. All the lights went out, save the twinkle of the small bulbs over the music-stands of the orchestra. They struck up—crashing, heavy chords—and one single spotlight blared out across the smoky auditorium, hitting a little off-centre, then quickly adjusting to a tight cone of whiteness in the exact middle of the stage. The chords faded away, and the great theatre was silent. No one coughed or even dared shuffle his feet.

	The clicking of heels across the boards, then the space of light was filled. By a tiny woman, a handful of skin and bones carelessly thrown together, with a pale face, tilted back to absorb the furious applause that greeted her appearance. She raised her thin arms, standing still in all that blackness, acknowledging the cheers.

	Standish raised a pair of opera glasses to his eyes. She hadn’t changed since he had last seen her, before her reputation had soared to its present height; perhaps she was a little thinner, if that were possible, and her hair seemed shorter. The applause died away and she launched into her first song.

	He turned to Marreq, perched on the front of his seat, his short legs dangling. ‘God, her voice!’

	There was no reply from the Frenchman, his eyes fixed on the stage.

	La Môme Piaf—the little sparrow—had them all in the palms of her small hands. Hair pushed back over her ears, a high-necked dress in blue—Royal Air Force blue, Standish noted—fingers dramatically accentuating the lines of her songs, she was totally in command of the theatre. Even if you knew no French, and Standish was supremely fluent, you could not fail to be touched by her presence. That mixture of aggression and vulnerability. Of frailty and power.

	Standish glanced down at his watch, peering to make out the luminous numbers. It was nearly eleven. He nudged Marreq with his elbow, but the Frenchman merely waved an irritated hand at him. He shrugged and relaxed. When Piaf had done, and not before, his comrade would be ready.

	The last song was appropriate, as she knew it was, and the reaction was thunderous. ‘Où sont-ils, mes copains?’ to which the answer was that they had gone to make war. With Germany poised to make an attack at any moment, the words touched a chord for every man there. As she reached the last line ‘Où sont-ils? Où sont-ils?’—the white light winked out, and the stage was flooded with streams of coloured light—red, white and blue—while an enormous tricolour was unfurled at the rear of the stage.

	Cries of ‘Encore, encore,’ went unanswered, but Piaf came back on to the stage, to lead the entire company in a rousing ‘Marseillaise.’ Everyone joined in, and Standish was not surprised to feel a lump in the back of his throat. All about him, Frenchmen stood rigidly to attention, tears streaking their cheeks. It was a time to feel pride in your country.

	But, the dark days were coming closer, and there was little light to the east.

	 

	Marreq and Standish drifted out of the Olympia, carried along by the chattering crowd, into the well-lit Boulevard des Capucines.

	‘Shall we take the Metro?’

	‘No, I’ve had enough of being crowded in with my fellow man for one night. We might as well walk. It’ll be nearly as fast at this time of night.’

	Despite his lack of height, Marreq set off at a fast pace, and Standish was pushed to keep up with him. Neither spoke a word until they were bustled along the Rue Pigalle, past the Theatre des Masques, when traffic made them halt for a moment. The Englishman seized the chance to ask a question.

	‘Jean, why so low? I thought that you were the greatest admirer in the world of Piaf.’

	Marreq spat in the gutter, narrowly missing the patent leather shoe of a waiting prostitute. She swung her feathered scarf round her neck and cursed him for a clumsy crook-back. He pivoted swiftly on his heel and smiled up at her, his eyes piercing. ‘Beware, Mademoiselle. You work for the Algerian? Well, I can speak to him about a certain matter that he and I share, and he will arrange to pour a few drops of vitriol into your eyes.’

	The girl went white, and made no attempt to reply. The traffic eased, and the two men crossed. Standish looked back, and she still stood unmoving.

	‘I say, Jean. What’s put you in such a damnable ill-temper?’

	They resumed their walk, across the bustling Place Pigalle and up the quieter Rue des Martyrs, climbing towards the spun-sugar dome of the Basilique du Sacre-Coeur. Jean Marreq stopped outside a small bistro. ‘I am in such a damnable ill-temper, my friend, because I love France. All those fools in the Olympia, sodden with the after-effects of Piaf, drunk on a phoney patriotism, bellowing out their hatred of an enemy they have none of them seen. They babble of letting impure blood water the furrows of their beloved France. Pah! I tell you Standish. If the Germans should reach Paris, these will be the same men who lie down and let the Nazis step on their faces.’

	Again he spat on the cobbles. It was a cool spring night, with a light breeze to wipe away the heat of the day. Finally, the two men reached their goal—a shadowed house in a dingy courtyard, just off the Rue Cortot, in the heart of Montmartre. While Marreq fumbled for his key, they could hear the dismal voice of a drunk, wailing for the moon in the nearby Cemetery of Saint Vincent.

	‘Come on. We’re late and I could do with a little wine to brace me for the work.’

	‘Oh, shit! Come on you bastard key! Right!’ The key turned stiffly in the lock, and the door to the house creaked open. Though it was midnight, a light still glowed yellow in the room of the concierge. A figure blocked out the top half of the glass door, opening it.

	‘Monsieur Marreq, and Monsieur Constant. You are out late tonight?’

	‘Goodnight, Monsieur Corneille,’ said Standish, and attempted to edge past the fat man and make his way upstairs to the rooms he shared with Marreq. Or, had shared since he arrived in Paris twelve days ago.

	‘Pardon me, Monsieur. Despite the lateness of the hour, I wonder whether you might like to step into my room for a talk.’

	Marreq faced up to the concierge, like a mastiff against a bear. ‘Monsieur Corneille, I am unable to think of any reason why I and my friend here should lose any sleep in order to engage in idle chatter with you. If you will move your overripe carcass from the passage-way, we will bid you goodnight.’

	The fat man continued to smile amiably at them, not one bit concerned by Marreq’s obvious dislike. ‘Come. I only wished to discuss something I noticed as I was cleaning the landing outside your rooms. I leaned—accidentally of course—against the door. Perhaps the catch was faulty. Anyway, before I knew what was happening, I had plunged through into your chambers. Imagine my surprise!’

	Standish tightened his lips. ‘Perhaps, Monsieur Corneille, we might avail ourselves of your kind offer of hospitality. While we discuss these amazing occurrences. Come Marreq.’

	Still, the man did not move. ‘One small thing. So small it desolates me to even have to mention it. But Monsieur Marreq has been a little rude about me. Some might even say, very rude. Perhaps, he might mutter an apology before we go in and talk about ... about money.’

	Marreq doffed the beret he was wearing and swept it low to the floor. ‘My deepest apologies for doubting your personal hygiene. I now realise that you would find it impossible to get any higher. Oh, in your standards, of course.’

	Corneille still looked suspicious, but stood aside to let them through into his part of the house. As Marreq passed, the concierge whispered: ‘Enter, Monsieur le Bossu.’

	Marreq’s eyes narrowed a fraction, and his breath was held a moment longer than usual, but he said nothing. He knew that this was not yet the time, nor was it the place. All three men were in the room, so Corneille closed the door, and pulled down a tatty blind over the glass half of it, so that nobody could see in. Not that there was likely to be anyone around. Marreq had the top half of the house, and a deaf old colonel of cavalry the room immediately above the concierge.

	Corneille offered round a packet of cigarettes and a bottle of Pernod. Both were refused.

	Standish walked over to stand near the sideboard, loaded with pictures of Corneille as a young man, heavily moustached and already with a fine double chin. There was a brown-tinted daguerreotype of the concierge as a bright-eyed poilu, his rifle on his shoulder.

	Corneille saw where he was looking and shrugged his shoulders. ‘The war to end all wars, eh, Monsieur! Was that not what they called it? Now, we will have another. With the same suffering. But, this time General Gamelin and our precious Maginot Line will hold them back.’ He took a slug at his cloudy glass of Pernod and laughed. ‘So they say. All the last lot gave me was a lung full of mustard gas and a pension worth less than a tart’s kiss. Fuck all generals and fuck all governments. Eh?’

	The small room stank of sweat. Turning impatiently to face him, Standish snapped: ‘It is late. We are both very tired and would like to get to bed. Say what you have to say and let’s be done!’

	Another gulp drained the glass, and Corneille sat down at the table. From the tiny kitchen behind them, came the sound and smell of frying onions. His face lop-sided from the drink, the concierge spoke with a sly smile. ‘Well. When the door opened, accidentally, I thought perhaps I had better have a look around to make sure all was well. Imagine my surprise when I found great piles of money. Great piles of German money. Mountains of deutschmarks, over-stamped for use in Poland!’

	Marreq and Standish exchanged glances, and the hunchback moved casually round the room, until he was leaning near the door. Corneille ignored him, and continued. ‘But, Messieurs, oddest of all was all this load of money was forged. Imagine that! Millions of deutschmarks, ready ... for what?’

	Marreq spoke, toying with a large silk handkerchief that he had pulled from the pocket of his dungarees. ‘It would be a matter of no little interest to me, to be told how you know that this money was forged?’

	Wagging a finger, with a knowing grin Corneille reached for the Pernod bottle. ‘Ah, little one. Papa Corneille is no fool. I see the money and I ask myself where a poor painter can have got all that. Unless his friend has brought it. So, perhaps the well-dressed Monsieur Constant is a patron of the arts. Or, perhaps he is a fucking queer who likes cripples.’

	The last was said with no change of tone, which made it more bitter and more shocking. Marreq took a step towards him, mouth working. But Standish waved him back with an urgent gesture. ‘Go on. Your ravings are somewhat boring, but I think you might have more to tell us.’

	‘Indeed I have. I took the liberty of looking through the rest of the rooms. In the cistern of the toilet, I found a set of printing plates, wrapped in rubbered cloth.’

	The glass was a quarter-full with the light yellow liquid, and Corneille got up and lurched through to the kitchen for water. He brought back a cracked jug and poured from it, watched silently by the two men, into the glass. The clear Pernod instantly assumed that magical misty quality, and he drank deep.

	Standish sat down across the table from him. ‘What will you do? Before you answer, let me just tell you this. My friend and I have indeed forged that money, but it is intended to be passed into occupied Poland to help ruin the economy the Nazis are trying to set up there. There will be little money in it for us.’

	Corneille laughed disbelievingly. ‘What? You do it when there is little money and great risks! I say that you are a liar. You are a couple of cheap crooks.’

	‘I ask you again. What will you do?’

	The rest of the glass followed the first. ‘I am not rich, Monsieur Constant. I can’t afford nice clothes like you. So, I think you might pay me to keep my mouth shut. If you don’t pay me, then I will be straight round to the police and tell them of the international forgers I have discovered. I reckon there might be a fair reward for you.’

	Standish sighed. ‘In that case, there really isn’t much we can say. I am truly sorry. Jean!’

	Corneille looked up as the smaller man slid from his position near the door, the silk handkerchief now wrapped tightly around his knuckles. He put his hands on the table, palms down, and began to press against the scarred top, ready to rise. He was a big man, and Marreq was very small. And a hunchback.

	Jean’s hand flicked out twice, slapping Corneille hard across the face. He felt the sting on his cheeks and put his hand up to rub the place. ‘Fucking Jesus and Mary! You fucking little swine! You’ve cut me!’

	Bright red blood flowed down his face from two deep cuts, pouring through the stubble on his chin, dripping on to his neck, soaking his shirt. Veinous blood, released by Marreq’s blows. A lifetime in Montmartre had given the small man training in every trick of the apache. For years the razor had been a favourite weapon of the Paris thugs, until increased pressure from the flics had made it too dangerous to carry. So, someone discovered that a piece of silk, pulled tight round the fist, would cut a man’s face to the bone as neatly as the finest razor.

	Corneille staggered back, horror on his face, his hands waving feebly at Marreq. Standish had been ready for the attack and had moved instantly around the table, so that he stood on the other side of the concierge, slightly to his left. Stiffening his hand, fingers rigid, Standish struck once at the man’s groin, feeling the board-like edge of his palm crush into the softness. Felt it grate against the pubic bone.

	There was a strangled scream, high and thin like a gelded stallion, then the concierge collapsed retching to the floor, his hands clutching at his groin. In his agony he looked up at Standish, breath rasping in his throat.

	Marreq looked across at Standish, held his eyes for a moment. Questioning. He glanced down at the writhing figure, then nodded. Jean swung his right foot back, then sharply forward, aiming at the back of Corneille’s neck, just below the ear. There was the tearing sound of cartilage and splintered bone as the neck broke. The man was dead from that moment, though the wrecked nervous system kept the arms and legs twitching like a landed fish for several seconds after.

	Standish and Marreq stood and watched the corpse. Apart from the soft scrabblings of fingernails on the worn lino, there was silence.

	‘Jean. Go in the kitchen and turn off those onions. I think they’re beginning to burn.’

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	‘FIRST, HAVING CLEANED out the fowl, cut the bird into half a dozen pieces. Heat together in a pot three level tablespoons of butter, a quarter pound of diced breast of pork—do try to get the meat as lean as you can—and a few small onions. When this has browned slowly, put in your chicken with a finely crushed clove of garlic and a quarter pound of mushrooms. Bring the heat up and cook till golden-brown. Don’t forget to keep the lid on. When it’s done, take off the lid and skim away the fat. Pour over a small glass of brandy and flambe. Then pour on a pint of good wine, from Auvergne. That’s important. The wine must come from Auvergne. Preferably the Chanturgne. After brisk cooking for twenty minutes, take out the chicken and pour over the sauce we discussed earlier, thickened with the chicken’s blood mixed with crushed liver and a little more of the brandy. And there it is. A real old-fashioned recipe for that dish of dishes—coq au vin. I hope you enjoy it. And with it? What better than some more of that beautiful wine from the Auvergne. A fine red Chanturgne. That concludes the Monday Meal. Roland Calder will be with you in a moment to give a round-up of news and views from the free countries of Europe. Until then, here’s some music from the B.B.C. Overseas Broadcasts Department. Saint-Saens’ Danse Macabre.’

	A sharp click as John Standish reached over and turned off the radio. His aquiline face was lined and weary. The night’s work had been hard, and had continued until half an hour ago. All the forged money was packed away in three suitcases, and the plates were hissing and bubbling in a flat dish of acid.

	Two floors below them, the body of the concierge, Georges Corneille, was already stiff and cold, congealed blood matting his hair. His unexpected intervention had forced the two men to bring their plans forward by twenty-four hours. That had been bad enough, but it wasn’t disastrous. But now came the radio broadcast they had listened anxiously to.

	Standish put down his mug of black coffee untasted and frowned. ‘Fucking Chanturgne! And they repeated it. Someone over there must be really wetting their knickers. I’ll have to go straight back this afternoon, Jean. I’m sorry to leave you with so much shit to clear up, but it must be pretty bloody urgent.’

	The Frenchman waved his hand deprecatingly. ‘Please, John. I beg that you don’t even give it another thought. We’ve packed up all of the money and I can arrange for a little help this end to get it moving. Then it’s all up to Zbigniev.’

	‘What about removing the garbage from downstairs?’

	Marreq got up and walked across to the dish of acid. The plates were nearly dissolved, and the liquid was almost still. An
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