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  Chapter One

Monarchy is the bedrock of a civilised society. Even a congenital idiot on the throne provides stability, allowing the politicians to happily knife each other in the back without any fear that they may be undermining the fabric of society. That being said, I must confess a certain admiration for the sombre young republican with the Charlie Chaplin moustache who was waiting patiently, cap in hand, outside the polling station on the opposite side of the street. There he was, standing determinedly in line, all set to cast his vote and give the Dago establishment a well deserved kick in the teeth.

The Spanish nation had recently ridded itself of a particularly loathsome dictator and it was no surprise that the lower orders had now developed an appetite for change. Peering down at the assembled mass of unwashed voters from the comfort of my hotel room on the Pagés del Corro, however, it seemed unlikely to me that they would want to take that extra step and vote in a republican government. Throwing out a dictator was one thing, getting rid of the monarchy quite another.

The man with the cap pulled out a rolled up copy of El Socialista from his jacket pocket and began to read it, in full view of the police. I could not help but admire his nerve. Just the sight of a group of Spaniards queuing politely was a novelty. The buildings on the opposite side of the street were plastered with election posters and the two policemen were eyeing the crowd suspiciously; but even they could not misread the cheerful enthusiasm of the voters. The republican was engrossed in his paper but the rest of the crowd were chatting happily among themselves in that infuriatingly over-exuberant Mediterranean way. It was their first opportunity to vote in almost eight years and they were intending to make the most of it.

A few women were passing the time of day among the men, their light but rapid-fire voices floating easily up to the window on the third floor. They were not allowed to vote in this election, much to my annoyance, though they were permitted to stand for public office. It was a small step forward, I supposed. As a woman myself, I have always understood the value of a universal franchise. I may have spent the better part of my life masquerading as a man, but I am not a hypocrite. Whenever possible, I have tried to champion the rights of my sex. Women may be as susceptible to popular sentiment as the male of the species, but a truly democratic election cannot take place without them.

I stepped back from the window and pulled the wallet from my trouser pocket. The telegram was folded neatly in one corner and I pulled it out to take another look. The printed message was virtual gibberish, apart from a handful of numbers and the word ‘STOP’ in plain text at the end. I had annotated the other characters with a pencil back in Gibraltar using the agreed book code. It had taken me almost half an hour. I have never been much good with ciphers. The encryption key was a paragraph from chapter thirteen of Bleak House. Someone back in London had a peculiarly warped sense of humour. The message, when I had finally deciphered it, was barely more than an address:

“HOTEL LA CAVA PAGES DEL CORRO SEVILLE SUNDAY 12 1230”

A more direct summons it would be hard to imagine.

And so here I was, ensconced with my man Maurice in a drab hotel room in the centre of Seville, waiting to discover just what it was all about.

The valet was brushing down my jacket and preparing to hang it up on the outside of a bare cupboard. A hastily packed suitcase was resting on the bed behind me. I was in my shirt sleeves now. It had been a long journey from Gibraltar and a change of clothes was in order before I thought about doing anything else. Maurice was a tall, thickset Frenchman in his mid fifties with a grim, weather-beaten face and a permanently pained expression. He had been my valet for almost a year now and in all that time his expression had never changed. His clothing was immaculately turned out but his manner bordered on the surly.

‘Did you find a place to park the car?’ I asked him.

‘Yes, Monsieur,’ he responded, without elaborating. He was a man of few words and, no matter how many times I told him, he refused to address me as ‘Sir.’ He moved around the bed and began unfastening the front of my shirt. He did not bat an eyelid at the bandages wound around my chest as they came into view. He had seen far more than that of me without passing comment.

Having a Frenchman as a valet was not ideal, but I’d had little choice in the matter. He had been recommended to me by another Frog of my acquaintance whose judgement, for various reasons, I had good cause to trust. This man, I had been assured, was the absolute soul of discretion and as, at this point in my life, discretion was more important than nationality, I had reluctantly taken him on. It was either that or buying a frock and hiring a ladies maid. Maurice was a taciturn fellow, meticulous but inscrutable. I never had the faintest idea what was going on in his head. In the four or five years he worked for me, I rarely heard anything more from him than ‘Yes, Monsieur’ or ‘No, Monsieur’. His previous employer had been something of an eccentric, I gathered, so he had not been at all perturbed by my peculiar lifestyle. He also knew how to keep his mouth shut, which was the most important thing. I never did understand why he insisted on addressing me as ‘Monsieur’. It was probably a matter of Gallic pride (the average Frog is stubborn to the point of immobility) but it was a source of irritation nonetheless. I was used to asserting my authority with servants. Thankfully, in his case, I had found the perfect weapon with which to retaliate.

‘So tell me, Morris,’ I asked, as my trousers dropped to the floor and I stepped out onto the threadbare carpet. ‘Have you given any more thought to the Americas?’

His face wrinkled up as I wriggled my toes. ‘No, Monsieur.’

I gave him a sour look. ‘Time’s ticking, Morris,’ I said, mispronouncing his name a second time. I had been offered a new position at the beginning of May, on the other side of the Atlantic. I needed to know if the Frenchman was willing to accompany me there. ‘I’ll have to book the tickets by the end of the –’

A loud rap at the door interrupted my words. I tensed instinctively but Maurice did not blink. He bent down to pick up my trousers and laid them out neatly on the bed; then he gestured across to the bathroom. I nodded. It might provoke all kinds of awkward questions if a porter caught sight of me in a state of undress. I made my way quickly across to the bathroom and locked the door behind me. I had had my fair share of close shaves over the years but I had never got used to the experience. I do have a fairly masculine aspect – broad shoulders, square jaw, deep voice – but even with the bandages to flatten down my chest I could not pass myself off as a man in nothing but my undergarments. It was lucky for me that the room had facilities en suite. I perched for a moment on the edge of the wash basin and closed my eyes.

It had not been my decision to live my life this way; at least, not at first. It was all my father’s fault. He hated women. When my mother had died giving birth to me, Sir Frederick Manningham-Butler had been mortified. He had wanted a son to take on the family name and a son he was determined to have, whatever the biology asserted to the contrary. My father was long dead now and I had abandoned my inheritance when I had fled England at the tail end of 1929. But now, a couple of weeks shy of my forty second birthday, with no reason whatever to continue the charade, I found I was too settled in my ways to contemplate a change.

I listened as Maurice moved towards the door. He exchanged a few words with some idiot out in the corridor and then closed it up. A moment later he tapped lightly on the bathroom. I opened the door and peered out at him. The pained expression on his face told me nothing, but I didn’t really need to ask. ‘A message, Monsieur,’ he said.

I grabbed the piece of paper from his hand and moved back into the bedroom. I glanced at the far door, to make sure it was properly secured, and then looked down at the message. This time, there was no code. “Gran Café, Plaza de Andalucía, 13:00.” It was signed “CL”. I recognised the initials. I had thought it would probably be him.

‘I’d better finish dressing,’ I told Maurice. ‘It looks like I have an appointment to keep.’

––––––––

Charles Lazenby was seated comfortably at a small metal table in front of the Gran Café. He was a handsome fellow in his mid thirties, with a smooth, rounded face and a tasteful pencil moustache hovering just above his lip. He had been attacking a folded up newspaper with the stubby remnants of an HB pencil. He looked up as I arrived. I was red-faced, bedraggled and at least five minutes late. Lazenby set aside his newspaper and rose smoothly to his feet. ‘Afternoon, Bland,’ he said, with an outstretched hand. ‘Good to see you again.’

Reginald Bland. I was still getting used to the name, even after all these months. It was not a title I would have chosen for myself; another demonstration of the adolescent sense of humour of my superiors back in London. My real name was Hilary Manningham-Butler, a far more imposing and respectable moniker. Sir Hilary, no less. I had inherited the baronetcy from my father when he had passed away and that had placed me just a whisker short of full-blooded aristocracy. Strictly speaking, of course, such a title cannot be passed to a daughter; but my father’s bloody-mindedness, which I had been forced to collude in, had served to ensure the title had not fallen into disuse. And “Sir Hilary” had an authoritative ring to it that had always appealed to me. Now, though, much to my dismay, I had become plain old Reginald Bland. I scowled every time I saw the name emblazoned on the front of my passport.

It had taken me some time to walk to the café from the hotel. The receptionist had marked out the route on a map and assured me it would only take fifteen minutes. But his idea of fifteen minutes was markedly different from my own. If I had known it would take closer to half an hour I would have hopped on one of the box shaped trams that rattled across the Puente de Triana; or got Maurice to break out the car. As it was, I had to make my way on foot across the bridge and along the river front, in the blazing midday sun, picking my way through the sweating multitudes in the direction of the Plaza de Andalucía. Even on a Sunday afternoon, with all the shops shut up, the streets were chock full of people. The happy faces of the working poor were everywhere, fresh from church or the polling booths, and their presence, cluttering up the pavements, only added to my sense of irritation. It was with some relief that I had arrived at the plaza, though the bells of the cathedral had long since chimed one o’clock.

‘Thank you for coming,’ Lazenby said, as I took his hand. He had a solid grip and a clipped, efficient manner; friendly but formal. We had met a couple of times before in Gibraltar but I didn’t really know him. He resumed his seat and gestured to another chair on the opposite side of a small cast iron table. A large mushroom shaped sunshade afforded us both some protection from the glare of the afternoon.

I collapsed into the seat and gesticulated at a waiter to bring me something cold. The young Spaniard regarded me with some amusement. I couldn’t really blame him. The people who know about such things claim a white linen suit keeps you cool in a hot climate but I had discovered otherwise. Sweat was pouring down my face.

‘I’m sorry to call you here at such short notice,’ Lazenby apologised, taking note of my poor shape. ‘I only got the train down here myself last night.’

The waiter returned with an ice cold glass and a bottle of Cruzcampo. I waited impatiently as he poured out the beer and then downed half the glass in one. I am not much of a beer drinker as a rule – I have always preferred spirits – but even I am prepared to make concessions to the Mediterranean climate. The waiter raised an eyebrow but departed without comment.

Lazenby seemed to be coping much better with the heat than I was. He was dressed in a rigid blue blazer and had a wide brimmed hat on his head. He had been based in Madrid for some years now and his skin had darkened to the point where a turban would not have looked out of place. But his accent, like his clothes, came straight from the playing fields of Eton.

‘So what’s this all about?’ I asked.

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a couple of small photographs, which he handed across to me.

I peered at the first of the fuzzy black and white images. It was a portrait of a man in early middle age. He was balding, with dark, narrow eyes and a heavy beard. I had never seen him before. I looked up and shrugged. I was none the wiser.

‘Gerhard Schulz. An Austrian journalist. On his way to Seville this afternoon.’

The name meant nothing to me. ‘That’s nice for him,’ I said. I peered at the second photograph. This fellow was in his mid fifties, a plump face and rounded spectacles peering out from beneath a large felt hat. I looked up again. The waiter had returned with some tapas and was peering speculatively at the photographs. I pressed the pictures to my chest and glared up at him. The man placed the snacks down on the table between us and made a hasty retreat.

‘Walter Kendall,’ Lazenby informed me, as I resumed my examination of the second image. ‘Another journalist. An American this one.’

‘On his way into Seville?’

‘Already here, so I understand. Flew in this morning. He’s booked a room at the Hotel Alfonso XIII.’ Lazenby gestured across the plaza to a rather grand looking building on the far side of the fountain. Two pedestrian doorways flanked a short driveway which led up to the entrance and, sure the enough, the words “Hotel Alfonso XIII” were carved out respectfully at the front. Alfonso, of course, was the current King of Spain. Lazenby glanced at his wristwatch. ‘Kendall hasn’t checked in yet. He must be running a bit late. But once he’s booked in at the Alfonso, he’ll head off to meet up with the other chap.’

‘The Austrian?’

‘That’s right. Unfortunately we have no idea where the two of them are planning to meet. That’s where you come in.’

‘You want me to follow the American and see where he goes?’ The thought of traipsing through the streets of Seville a second time that afternoon was not a pleasant one. It had to be ninety five degrees in the shade and I knew from experience that it would get steadily hotter as the afternoon progressed. Perhaps this time I could find a taxi.

‘Actually, no. I’m going to keep an eye on Kendall. Your job is to meet the first chap. Gerhard Schulz.’ Lazenby frowned for a moment. ‘I would have preferred to keep tabs on that one myself. Bit of a tricky customer.’

‘What’s so important about him?’

‘It’s not him. It’s what he’s carrying with him.’

Now we were getting to the meat of it. ‘And what is that?’

Lazenby grimaced. It was clear he didn’t want to tell me too much. That’s the trouble with spies. They are never prepared to pass on any useful information. ‘We believe he is carrying some documents of an extremely sensitive nature.’

‘What kind of documents?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t go into details. The fewer people who know about this the better. I have only been given the broadest outline myself.’

‘But information the government doesn’t want made public?’

Lazenby nodded seriously. ‘That’s about the size of it. It’s vital we recover these papers before Schulz has a chance to pass them on.’

‘And you say he’s some kind of journalist?

‘That’s right. We believe he’s intending to sell the documents to this American, Walter Kendall.’

My eyes widened in surprise. ‘What, you mean for publication? In a newspaper?’

‘Yes.’ Lazenby gave out a short sigh. ‘We have to prevent that at all costs.’

I was intrigued. ‘But why would an Austrian journalist want to sell state secrets to the American press?’

‘For money. What else? That seems to be the chap’s main motivation. And he’ll get a lot more from the Americans than from anyone back home.’

‘But if these documents are as important as you say, surely he wouldn’t be selling them to the newspapers. He’d be on the first train to Moscow. The Russians would pay a fortune for military secrets or anything of that sort.’

Lazenby pursed his lips. ‘It’s not that kind of information.’

‘Well, what then?’

‘I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say.’

I growled quietly. I hated working in the dark like this, but I was getting used to it by now. It was the nature of the job, sadly. Officers on the ground were rarely given anything more than the most basic information. ‘But he’s offering to sell this American fellow a cache of documents purloined from the British government?’ It was as well to get that point clear at least.

Lazenby shook his head. ‘Not the originals. A photographic copy. The original file is back in London.’

‘Photographic? But...’

He waved a hand. ‘It’s not important. All you need to know is that Schulz is in possession of a copy.’

‘Right.’ I sat back in my chair. ‘But if it’s nothing military, then why all the fuss?’ What kind of information would interest a US newsman and get the British establishment in such a lather? Lazenby wasn’t about to tell me but that didn’t stop me trying to work it out for myself. ‘What is it? Evidence of corruption?’ That might get the attention of the media. ‘Double dealing at the highest levels?’

Lazenby regarded me sourly. ‘I don’t think it’s helpful for you to speculate. The important thing...’

‘Or some august personage caught with their pants down?’ That would be more like it, I thought. The American media had a reputation for prurience and there was nothing they enjoyed more than seeing some revered aristocrat brought low by their own stupidity. ‘It’s not the Prince of Wales, is it?’ I asked. ‘Again?’ I chuckled at the idea. The heir to the throne was notorious for his bed-hopping. But no, the British government would not go to all this trouble to recover a few dirty pictures. ‘Or something to do with the Prime Minister perhaps?’

Lazenby gritted his teeth. I had a feeling I was getting close to the truth but my companion was not about to confirm anything. ‘All I can tell you is that it is a matter of national security. It is vital that these documents are recovered before they fall into the wrong hands. To be frank, I would rather have brought my own men in to deal with this.’ The necessity of relying on an outsider clearly irked him. ‘But we couldn’t spare anyone else just now. Not with all this going on.’ He gestured vaguely to the posters plastered across the square. Men in republican colours were waving banners not ten feet away from us. I nodded. It was understandable that London would want to keep a close eye on events in Madrid, on this of all days. ‘I was reluctant to come here myself, if I’m brutally honest,’ Lazenby confessed. ‘But our lords and masters insisted. That’s the importance they are placing on this.’

I nodded. ‘So what time is this...Schmidt arriving?’

‘Schulz. Gerhard Schulz.’ Lazenby glanced at his watch. ‘I’m not altogether sure. But some time in the next couple of hours. I would rather have followed him myself, but there’s a chance he might recognise me. We do know he left Friedrichshafen yesterday evening.’

Friedrichshafen. That was in Germany somewhere. ‘Is he coming by train?’

‘Not exactly.’ Lazenby smiled. He was holding something back and he didn’t care if I knew it. ‘Shall I order us a spot of tea? There might be a bit of a wait, I’m afraid.’

––––––––

People always imagine spies lead glamorous lives but the reality is often quite dull. I had spent most of the past eighteen months kicking my heels on the Rock of Gibraltar, doing a bit of low grade surveillance work for MI5. The old firm had been thinking of establishing a regular outpost on the Med and, since I was in the area and in need of work, I had been enlisted as their guinea pig. The task was a simple one: turn up, test the water, see what useful intelligence you can uncover. The answer, as it turned out, was not very much. And now, after fourteen months of hobnobbing with various admirals and spending far too much time observing the comings and goings of merchant ships, I was rapidly losing the will to live. I had never much warmed to the notion of paid employment and, after a decade of fine living, being back in the saddle had proved something of a shock to the system. I had a budget, of kinds, but barely enough to keep me in whisky, let alone to satisfy my creditors. Not that I had any right to complain – I had left England under a bit of a cloud – but when the telegram arrived from London, asking me to assist our colleagues in the senior service with a rather delicate matter, I had been more than happy to oblige. A nice jaunt across Andalucía in a rented motor car with my new man was just what the doctor ordered. Now I was beginning to have second thoughts. The prospect of following some bald idiot around Seville in the heat of the afternoon did not fill my heart with joy. I had already spent over an hour sat at the café waiting for the elusive Mr Kendall, who was still refusing to put in an appearance. It was not my idea of an agreeable afternoon. At least on the Rock they knew how to brew a decent cup of tea.

Lazenby was doing his best to distract me but the conversation was proving as tepid as the refreshment. ‘How are things going in Gibraltar?’ he asked, as if to prove the point. He had told me precisely nothing of his own work. According to my contacts, he had been with the SIS – the Secret Intelligence Service – for three or four years, and Special Branch before that, but everything else was a blank to me and Lazenby did not seem inclined to fill in the details. I had to admire his nerve, though, sitting out on the street in full view of the hotel entrance, wearing a blue blazer and a panama hat and doing the Times crossword. He couldn’t have looked more English if he had tried. In fact, he was so conspicuous, I doubted anyone would pay him any attention whatsoever.

‘The whole thing’s winding down now,’ I admitted, in reply to his question. ‘Budget cuts, you understand.’ Everyone was tightening their belts in the aftermath of the Wall Street Crash. And, despite my best efforts, Gibraltar had been a complete wash out. There was not enough useful intelligence to be gathered there to justify the expense of a permanent post and there was nothing to be gained from prolonging the operation. ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve been offered a new position. Across the pond, as they say. Not with Five. With your lot. The foreign service in America.’

‘Sounds interesting,’ Lazenby said.

‘I’m not so sure about that. Passport Control Officer in some banana republic, apparently. At least, that’s the cover story. Same sort of thing as you do, I would imagine.’

‘A bit of a step up,’ Lazenby observed, without rancour. ‘C doesn’t usually take on anyone sight unseen. You must have made a good impression back home.’

‘The Colonel’s a good friend of mine.’ Sir Vincent Kelly, the head of MI5, had taken something of a personal interest in my career. I had worked for him briefly before the war and we had always got on. He had offered me the post in Gibraltar – more as a favour than anything else – and now that it was being wound up it was considerate of him to recommend me to the head of the foreign division.

‘Have you accepted the job?’ Lazenby asked.

I nodded. ‘Been trying to persuade my man to come with me. But he’s dragging his heels a bit. Not altogether keen on boats. I think I might have managed to persuade him, if it hadn’t been for that ridiculous business with HMS Glorious the other week.’

Lazenby suppressed a smile. ‘Yes, I read about that.’

‘Damn fool of a captain,’ I muttered. The accident had taken place at the beginning of April, about sixty miles off the coast of Gibraltar. I had compiled a report on the matter for London. It had made grim reading. ‘I appreciate it’s difficult to navigate in fog, but hitting a passenger liner. The man ought to be shot.’

‘They rescued most of the passengers, didn’t they?’ Lazenby asked. He must have read about it in the Times.

‘Yes,’ I grunted. ‘But hardly a good advertisement for the Royal Navy is it? And it does rather put one off the whole idea of sea travel. I was going to book our passage from Lisbon later this month but Maurice is refusing to commit himself.’

‘Maurice?’

‘My valet. I have to call him Maurice. His surname’s unpronounceable. Useful fellow but a bit surly. French, you understand. Hasn’t been with me long.’

Lazenby was intrigued. ‘Yes, I’d heard you had a valet. Bit odd, in our line of work.’

‘Surprisingly useful, though. A good distraction, if nothing else. He has been fully vetted by London. Not sure I’ll get him on a boat, though. Have you finished with that paper?’

Lazenby smiled indulgently. ‘It’s all yours. Last Thursday’s, I’m afraid.’

‘I usually get the weekly one.’

‘It’s not always available in Madrid. I like to have a go at the crosswords.’ He glanced down at the paper as he handed it over. ‘Just one I couldn’t get today. Six across. “One of three, and often one more”.’

I shook my head and opened the paper. ‘Haven’t the foggiest.’ The crossword craze had largely passed me by, though it had been going for some time when I had left England. It was rather a shock when the Times had succumbed to the craze the previous year. What next? I wondered. News on the front page?

A cab was pulling up on the far side of the square, just outside the entrance to the Hotel Alfonso XIII. A short, serious looking man in spectacles and a felt hat was bending down at the window to pay the driver. I flipped over the Times and pointed a finger. I couldn’t tell from this distance, but it might well have been one of the men in the photographs. ‘Do you think that’s your man?’

‘Don’t point at him, you fool!’ Lazenby hissed. He peered across the plaza as the fellow made his way up the steps and into the lobby of the hotel. ‘Yes, that’s him.’ He lifted his wrist and glanced at his watch. ‘Later than I expected. The plane landed at eleven thirty. So, let’s say...half an hour to check in and change, perhaps. Then off to the meeting.’

‘Assuming Mr Schulz is on his way. You didn’t say where I’m supposed to meet him, when he does turn up.’ Lazenby had been annoyingly vague on the details so far. ‘Or how we’re expected to know he’s on his way.’ There had certainly been no telephone call at the café, nor any messages passed along while we had been waiting.

‘No I didn’t. But he’ll be here any time...’

Lazenby stopped himself and his head whipped around to the opposite side of the square. Motor cars were grinding to a halt in the middle of the street on the far side of the fountain. Pedestrians had stopped walking and were looking back the way they had come. Jaws were falling open. Fingers were being pointed. And all at once I noticed a strange buzzing noise in the air. It sounded like the propeller of an aeroplane. Several aeroplanes, in fact. I followed the upward gaze of the crowd and my eyes fixed on a bizarre object, floating above the Hotel Alfonso. A huge silver whale was hanging calmly in the sky at the far end of the street.

‘Good lord!’ I exclaimed. I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

An enormously inflated balloon had rumbled into view, a monstrous behemoth all but blocking out the sun. I had never clapped eyes on an airship before; not outside of newsreel footage, anyway. The thing looked unreal, like a giant cigar suspended in mid toss. It seemed scarcely credible that there could be people on board. But there the damned thing was, hanging improbably in the sky; a Zeppelin airship – the D-LZ128, no less, according to the serial number on the side. I watched, my mind numb, as the huge metal dirigible glided serenely over the town hall towards Seville Cathedral. The onlookers in the street were beginning to clap and cheer. Motorists were honking their horns. A little girl with her mother, not four feet away from me, was crying out in amazement and delight.

‘“Cheer”,’ I announced abruptly, to no one in particular.

Lazenby could not take his eyes from the Zeppelin. ‘What’s that?’ he asked, his face lit up like an enthusiastic schoolboy.

‘Six across,’ I muttered absently. ‘“One of three, and often one more”. It’s “Cheer”.’

Lazenby tore his eyes away from the ship for a brief moment. ‘Never mind that!’ he exclaimed. ‘I think our Mr Schulz is about to arrive!’


  Chapter Two

Dozens of men rushed forward across the grass as the mooring lines were dropped down from on high. I wasn’t close enough to see if the men were wearing gloves, but it was clear that grabbing hold of those ropes was no easy endeavour. The Zeppelin had dipped lower and appeared to be hovering now some two hundred feet above the ground. A number of small propellers on either side of the craft were whizzing around like dervishes. That was what caused the buzzing noise. The head of a man was sticking out of the engine casing in front of each propeller. And in the control gondola, towards the front of the ship, I could just make out the captain and his crew, overseeing the descent as the craft was manoeuvred into port.

On the ground, the mooring lines had been pulled taut and the great balloon juddered in the air as the ground crew struggled to bring it under control. The back of the great beast remained free, however, and while the front end was pulled lower to the ground, the rear hung up, creating something of a slope. The tail end, with its heavy fins, was still swaying in the breeze and I saw one man on the ground lose his footing. For all the great majesty of the beast and all the engineering prowess involved in its construction, I couldn’t help but think that the airship looked fragile. The skin of it was little more than cloth woven around an aluminium frame and the buffeting even of a gentle afternoon breeze caused the whole thing to rock back and forth, like a giant whale caught in a net, struggling to break free. But the groundsmen had got a firm hold of it now and were preparing to lead the enormous vessel across to the metal mooring post where the craft would be tethered for the night.

The landing strip was barely more than a field to the north east of the city. Hundreds of grubby looking locals in cloth caps had gathered to witness the arrival of the Zeppelin. Some were taking photographs, others were laughing and joking. A few enterprising individuals had set up food and drink stalls. Automobiles and motor bicycles were scattered across the periphery of the field. There were horses too, mostly for the tourists, with open-topped carriages attached. Loosely shirted drivers stood back from the throng, chatting idly among themselves. Only the area directly beneath the Zeppelin was kept clear. The groundsmen had now pulled the back half of the ship down and were attaching it to a wheeled platform while others were grabbing hold of the gondola towards the front.

The airstrip had not been an easy place to find. Charles Lazenby had only given the briefest of directions. The Zeppelin had circled for some minutes over the centre of the city – I had the curious notion that the captain was giving his passengers the opportunity to take photographs – and that at least had afforded me the time to summon Maurice with the motorcar. I wasn’t sure how easily the two of us would be able to follow the great airship, in our rented Hispano Suiza, but as luck would have it half of Seville seemed to be headed in the same direction, towards the fields marked on the map as “Hernan Cebolla”. It was a peculiar landing site. The place looked more like a farm than an airport.

‘Cebolla means “onion” doesn’t it?’ I asked Maurice, who was sitting in the driving seat of the automobile. His grasp of Spanish was better than mine.

‘Yes, Monsieur.’

‘So the pride of the German fleet is come in to land on Mr Hernan’s onion field?’

The valet shook his head. ‘Not exactly, Monsieur.’

I shrugged. Whatever the truth, Mr Hernan would not be growing any onions here any time soon. The field was being trampled to death by sight-seers.

I focused my binoculars on the middle section of the airship. The heads of some of the passengers were visible now through a row of windows embedded into the lower side of the balloon. They were waving enthusiastically at the crowds, who were responding with equal vigour.

I dropped the binoculars and pulled out the photograph from my inside pocket to take another look at it. I hadn’t recognised Gerhard Schulz among the passengers, even with the binoculars, but it wouldn’t be long before he disembarked with the rest of them. Quite why an Austrian journalist had chosen to travel to Seville by airship was beyond me. The tickets were not cheap and a train journey would only have taken a couple of days. But perhaps he had a private income of some kind.

I envied him that, if he did. I had forfeited most of my estate when I left England, apart from a couple of small annuities which I had managed to keep quiet about. I certainly could not have afforded to take rooms at the Hotel Alfonso, which is where most of the passengers would be staying the night.

A courtesy bus had been sent out to collect them. The vehicle had a rather grand crest stencilled on the side. Gerhard Schulz, however, was booked into another hotel on the far side of the cathedral.

Lazenby had given me clear instructions with regard to the Austrian. ‘Follow him to the hotel and then anywhere else he goes. Don’t try to intercept him. Let him hand over the goods and leave me to deal with the American.’ Lazenby had been insistent on that last point. How exactly he proposed to acquire the documents from Walter Kendall he was not prepared to say, but I had a nasty suspicion he would not be picking any pockets. I had seen the Webley revolver tucked away inside his jacket. There was an edge of steel to Mr Lazenby beneath that amiable façade.

My legs were beginning to get cramp in the passenger seat of the car so I opened the door and pulled myself out onto the parched, sunburnt grass. I needed to get closer to the Zeppelin in any case. I couldn’t risk losing sight of Schulz once he had stepped off the airship. There was no guarantee he would join the others on the courtesy bus and the crowd was thickening as the passengers prepared to disembark.

I stuck my head briefly back into the car. ‘Wait here, Morris. We may need to leave in a hurry.’

‘Yes, Monsieur.’

As I strode forward into the crowd, I noticed a cameraman with a tripod filming the arrival of the ship. I veered right and pulled down my hat. In my line of work, it doesn’t do to be documented, especially on celluloid. The fellow was clearly more interested in the crew, however, as the camera was aimed tightly at the control gondola. It was not the first time a Zeppelin had visited Seville but it was still something of a novelty. If the elections had created a party atmosphere here, the arrival of the D-LZ128 had provoked a full blown carnival.

I gazed up at the craft in bewilderment. I couldn’t for the life of me see what all the fuss was about. It was just a machine, a way of getting people from A to B. I could admire the engineering involved – the scale of the Zeppelin was certainly impressive – but when all was said and done it was just a giant balloon; a children’s toy writ large. And considerably less safe, as a means of transport, than an ocean liner or even an aeroplane.

I confess, the fact that it was German built was also of some concern to me. I did not need or want a reminder of the Kraut’s aerial prowess or their industrial efficiency. I hadn’t witnessed the bombing raids over London during the war – I had spent most of the conflict in the United States – but I had heard accounts of the devastation and part of me still associated Zeppelins with death in the sky. The fact that this particular airship had been christened the “Richthofen” was hardly reassuring. Manfred Von Richthofen was a war hero and, by all accounts, a man of some integrity; but he was still a German. The so-called “Red Baron” had been the scourge of the Royal Flying Corps during the Great War and had brought down dozens of British planes. Hardly an appropriate poster boy for a civilian aircraft. The gutter press in America had already started referring to the ship as “The Red Zeppelin” in his honour, much to the annoyance of the Germans. Nowadays, the word “red” had more sinister connotations in Europe.

I heard the click of a camera to my right. A tall, sprightly fellow in a casual suit was capturing the moment for posterity. He dropped the camera – a Leica if I wasn’t much mistaken – and quickly wound on the film. The man was clean shaven and had an elegant bearing, a cut above the local rabble. Quite a handsome fellow, I thought, with hazel eyes and short cropped hair. Perhaps he was a journalist too. There seemed to be a lot of them about.

The man caught my eye and raised a hand amiably. ‘Quite impressive, don’t you think?’ He nodded his head towards the airship.

I disagreed politely. ‘You wouldn’t catch me up in one of those things. They’re absolutely lethal.’ I pulled out a cigarette and fumbled for my lighter.

‘Probably best not to light that just now,’ the man observed.

I stared back at him in surprise. Who the devil did he think he was, telling me what to do? But then I caught his meaning and the colour drained from my face. I dropped the cigarette to the ground and pocketed the lighter without another word.

We were both standing a short distance away from several million cubic feet of hydrogen.

‘It probably wouldn’t do any harm,’ the fellow reassured me, ‘but it’s as well to be careful.’ He extended a hand. ‘Thomas McGilton.’

‘Reginald Bland.’ I shook his hand firmly, keen not to dwell on the proximity of the hydrogen. ‘You’re...Irish, are you?’ There was the hint of an accent, but it was well disguised. If this Mr McGilton was an Irishman, he was a well educated one.

‘Belfast, yes. I guessed you were English. The hat gave it away.’ He grinned good naturedly. The man was being altogether too familiar for my liking but, as we had now been formally introduced, I decided not to take offence.

‘So you know a bit about these airships do you?’ I enquired.

He nodded happily. ‘I saw her sister ship, the Graf Zeppelin, fly over southern England last year. I thought to myself then, I’d like to have a go in one of those.’

‘Rather you than me. These things are a death trap.’

‘Not if they’re handled right.’

I snorted. ‘Tell that to the crew of the R101.’ The British airship had crashed in northern France the previous October with the loss of forty-eight lives. The Court of Enquiry had only just reported back. ‘It wasn’t the crash that killed them, you know. It was the ignition of the hydrogen. The poor fellows were burnt alive.’

McGilton nodded sadly. ‘They overloaded it, that was the problem. No disrespect to the English, but the Germans have been building airships since the turn of the century. They’ve had time to perfect the technology. They know what they’re doing.’

‘If you say so.’

We looked back up at the Zeppelin, which was now being fastened to the mooring post. My indifference towards the craft had turned in the space of a few minutes to apprehension.

‘I hope so, anyway,’ McGilton said. ‘Since my ticket carries me all the way to New Haven.’

‘Good lord!’ I stared at the Irishman. ‘You’re going on board that thing?’ I regarded him in astonishment.

‘I am indeed! Leaving first thing tomorrow morning. But I wanted to come out here today and watch it land.’

My mouth opened and closed but I couldn’t think of anything to say. The fellow was mad. There could be no other explanation.

‘They’re going to move onto helium with the next ship, the LZ129. Much safer than hydrogen. But in the meantime, they’ll take every precaution.’

‘I wish I shared your confidence.’

McGilton laughed. ‘What’s life without a little risk?’

‘A pleasant experience?’

He shook his head. ‘Planes crash every day, Mr Bland. Trains are derailed...’

‘Yes, but...’

He waved his hands enthusiastically. ‘And just the elegance of the thing. An ocean liner of the sky. How could you resist?’

I had the answer to that. ‘Very easily, I assure you. Well, I...I wish you the best of luck, Mr McGilton.’ It didn’t seem right to harp on about the dangers, if this man really was planning to travel on board the airship.

‘Luck has nothing to do with it,’ he insisted. ‘It looks like the passengers are preparing to disembark. I might wander over and say hello. Good day to you, Mr Bland.’

And with that he took his leave. I stared after him as he moved forward through the crowd. He was either a very brave man or a complete idiot. Probably both, in point of fact.

I had more important things to concern myself with. The passengers were indeed making their way down a short set of metal steps and onto the waiting platform. I didn’t know how many people the Richthofen was equipped to carry, but there seemed to be less than a dozen passengers emerging from the ship. That couldn’t be a full load. Not everybody, it seemed, was as brave – or foolhardy – as Mr McGilton. For all the enthusiasm of the crowd, the destruction of the R101 had given everybody pause for thought.

A couple of female passengers were disembarking alongside the men. The last person to emerge, however, was Gerhard Schulz. He was thinner and shorter than his photograph suggested but the beard and the pinched expression left me in no doubt as to his identity. I hung back in the crowd to make sure he didn’t see me.

The travellers were lining up to be filmed by the man from the newsreel company but, after a few moments of waving and enthusiastic shouts, they moved along the platform, down the steps and onto the sun bleached grass. The courtesy vehicle was waiting to drive them away. I watched as Schulz had a quick conversation with the driver. I was too far away to hear what was being said, but I guessed the gist of it: Schulz wasn’t going to the Alfonso, but the driver had offered to give him a lift anyway. Schulz declined the offer. He had a large brown suitcase clutched tightly to his chest. That was the cargo we were after, I supposed. The driver indicated another vehicle. A couple of taxis were on hand, ready to ferry the airship’s senior crew into town, once they had completed mooring operations, and Schulz hurried across to purloin one of the vehicles.

Mr McGilton, I saw with some distaste, had already struck up a conversation with one of the two women preparing to board the courtesy coach. The younger of the two, in fact. ‘He doesn’t waste much time,’ I muttered, as I turned and hurried back to Maurice.

––––––––

Gerhard Schulz was making his way rapidly through the entrance to an unprepossessing stone tower. I had already followed him from the airstrip to his hotel, the Doña Sofia. Once he had checked in there he had been straight out again and – for reasons best known to himself – was paying his respects to Our Lord in the cathedral on the opposite side of the square. It was a Sunday, I supposed, but he didn’t stay long and neither did he meet up with anybody inside.

Afterwards, he made his way on foot towards the river.

Now he had arrived at the Torre del Oro – a lonely phallic construction, seventy feet tall, squatting in splendid isolation on the river front. Despite the name, the tower was not made of gold, but it did have a formidable spiral staircase running through the centre of it. I stopped just short of the entrance and peered up the length of the building. There was no sign of Charles Lazenby or Walter Kendall anywhere near the top, but perhaps they were out of view. There were certainly several people milling about on the battlements up there. Rather them than me, I thought. I had never had much of a head for heights.

When I was a girl, I had once been forced to climb to the top of a lighthouse. It had been a cold day in late June, a few months after the death of Queen Victoria. My father had been trying to instil a few manly virtues in his only begotten “son”, but when I reached the top and gazed nervously through the windows at the muddy brown sea, I decided that the quality of the view was not sufficient to merit the energy expended in getting there. My father had given me a sound thrashing for my insolence.

But I had similar feelings now.

If Maurice had been with me, I would have ordered him up in my stead. But the valet had sensibly remained with the car on the other side of the cathedral. He didn’t like to get too involved in my secret service work. I growled and stepped reluctantly across the threshold of the Torre del Oro.

Why the place was even open to the public on a Sunday, I had no idea. The Sabbath was meant to be a day of rest. Some people had no respect.

Having expended so much energy following the Austrian across town in the heat of the afternoon, I felt every step inside that tower as if it were a blow to my stomach. After half a minute of huffing and puffing up the stairs my heart felt like it was about to explode. I was finding it increasingly difficult to breathe. I had to keep my mouth wide open just to draw in enough oxygen to keep my brain from overheating.

An attractive young woman was descending the staircase in the opposite direction and I flattened myself against the wall to let her pass. She smiled at me, mistaking my pause for gallantry, and then disappeared around a curve in the wall. I took another huge gulp of air and steeled myself for the final ascent. This must be how Mallory felt, I reflected, when he began his final, ill-fated assault on the summit of Mount Everest.

I had not seen Mr Schulz since I had entered the building and, as I emerged into the sunlight, stepping onto the cobbled stones, I could not see him now. I did a quick circuit of the battlements to ascertain if he was hiding somewhere, but there was no sign of him. He was not at the top of the tower. I had come all the way up here for nothing. I cursed the man under my breath, causing a hefty Spanish matron to regard me with some alarm as I passed her by.

I approached the edge of the battlements and peered tentatively over the sides. My stomach lurched at the sight of the ground, such a long way below me, but I struggled manfully to maintain my composure. My hands gripped tightly to the top of the crenellated wall.

The streets below, along the water front, were typically busy and it was several minutes before Gerhard Schulz emerged from the bottom steps of the tower. He had removed his hat briefly, to use as a fan, and I could see his bald head and the rather thick beard beneath it. How could I have missed him?

There was a room encircling the staircase halfway up the tower. Maybe he had stepped in there, while I had been climbing up, and then doubled back a few minutes later.

Now, he was crossing the road, moving away from me. He avoided a passing tram and disappeared into a side street, heading back in the direction of the cathedral and his hotel.

I stepped back from the battlements in dismay. I had the horrible feeling the Austrian had met somebody halfway up the Torre del Oro and passed on his secrets. But I had not been there to see it.

––––––––

‘We’ve both been led a merry dance,’ Charles Lazenby admitted ruefully. It was eight o’clock in the evening and we had reunited at the Gran Café on the Plaza de Andalucía. The square was throbbing with activity around the elaborate central fountain, the excitement and euphoria of the day overwhelming any sense of decorum. It was hard to believe it was a Sunday evening. In England, on the Sabbath, everything is shut up and it was usually the same in Spain. But nothing today was going to dampen the mood of celebration. Rumours were flying that the republicans had performed much better than expected in the elections. Some were claiming they might even be heading for victory and the cerveza was flowing like water.

I, for one, did not feel like celebrating. ‘So Kendall gave you the slip as well, did he?’ I enquired. Lazenby had been nowhere near the Torre del Oro and, so far as I knew, neither had Walter Kendall.

‘That’s the queer thing,’ the Englishman replied. ‘I never lost sight of him. He left the hotel at four o’clock and headed straight for the park. The Maria Luisa. Spent an hour and a half wandering around the gardens like a tourist. He even took a short boat trip on the canal around the Plaza de España. Then he headed back to his hotel and, so far as I’m aware, he hasn’t budged since.’ Lazenby took a sip of wine and sighed.

‘So they were both behaving like tourists,’ I observed. Between the two of us we had been given the grand tour of the city
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