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Praise for Anne Perry

‘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 

‘Readers will root for the forceful, independent Elena, who will appeal to Maisie Dobbs fans. Perry knows how to ratchet up the international intrigue’ Publishers Weekly

‘The perfect time period to showcase a family’s impassioned defence of democracy and social justice in the face of rising totalitarianism . . . At turns heartbreaking and action-packed, this gripping and superbly written story proves Perry still has what it takes’ Library Journal

‘Elena’s many narrow escapes and Perry’s immersive re-creation of Nazi-era Europe will keep readers enthralled . . . but it is the smart, gritty heroine herself who will ensure that readers eagerly anticipate the next in the series’ Booklist

‘Reminiscent of works by Eric Ambler and Graham Greene.  Perry conjures the mixed emotions and misplaced optimism of a period when many Establishment figures were desperate to avoid another world war’ Wall Street Journal 

‘Engrossing . . . The book gallops to a dramatic conclusion’ Washington Times Daily

‘There is a freshness about [Perry’s] writing which makes it truly exceptional’ Eurocrime 

‘Elegantly constructed and nail-bitingly tense’ Good Book Guide
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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 . . .




To Scott Jeffers




List of Characters

Elena Standish – a photographer and MI6 agent

Peter Howard – works for MI6 

Mrs Smithers – MI6 quartermaster

Professor Heinrich Hartwig – a German biochemist

Alex Cooper – an MI6 agent

Fassler – a German biochemist

Lucas Standish – Elena’s grandfather

Josephine Standish – Elena’s grandmother

Johann Paulus – head of Military Intelligence in Germany

Hans Beckendorff – a Gestapo officer 

Adolf Hitler – Chancellor of Germany

Frau Beckendorff – Hans’s mother

Karl Beckendorff – Hans’s father

Cecily Beckendorff – Hans’s wife, and the daughter of Roger Cordell 

Madeleine Beckendorff – Hans and Cecily’s baby

Roger Cordell – Cultural Attaché at the British Embassy in Berlin and head of MI6 in Germany

Winifred Cordell – Cecily’s mother

Dieter – a hotel porter and MI6 agent

Jacob Ritter – an American journalist

Marta – the Hubermanns’ housekeeper

Zillah Hubermann – works for the German resistance

Morrison – an MI6 quartermaster

Brecht – works for the German secret service




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.’
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