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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      






In my dreams, I dream of Aztecs …


… and wake to find myself here, alone with my ruined sister, lost not only to history but to memory itself.


We have an old stone farmhouse, my sister and I, secluded in the same Welsh valley where our story truly began – and yet it is not the same valley, at least not to me. We live quietly, seeing only the local man who brings our provisions from the town. He is cheerful but inquisitive, and I mistrust him greatly. No one else disturbs our solitude. Essentially I am alone, and when my sister’s needs have been attended to each day, I spend hours at the study window, staring down the valley.


Dreaming.


Last week I had notebooks and pens delivered with our groceries. Today, another day of rain like so many here, I intend to begin writing our story. To what purpose I’m not sure. For others to read so that they can marvel or scorn? To record history, exorcize demons, cool the fires of memory? I can’t honestly say it’s for any of these reasons but rather to fill up the empty hours and so give myself purpose and meaning.











PART ONE



The House of Sorrow












One



In those thousand days of our first exile, my dreams were always of London burning. Although I was twenty-one and already married at the time of the invasion, dreaming, I became a child again, a young girl running along the palace corridors, passing tall windows where I glimpsed the night sky full of the enemy’s luminous golden ships. They hovered and darted, raining bright fire down on the city. I was confused and terrified, desperately seeking my father.


Finally I burst into his council chamber, where he sat at the head of a long gleaming table, my brother Richard on his lap, a child like myself. The silence made me halt, see the grimness in everyone’s face. I ran to my father’s side, and he embraced me. He wore a dark suit and a white open-necked shirt; his face was grey with exhaustion. He kissed me on the forehead and shook his head sadly. Then adult hands took me, dragging me away, through halls and down stairways and out into the fiery night. I was still screaming, my eyes flooded with tears, when they bundled me aboard the carrier, where my nanny sat with my sister Victoria, an infant asleep in her lap.


The true circumstances of our escape were more prosaic. When the attack began, Alex and I were at my family home in Marlborough, supervising the storage of art treasures in the vaults. We were evacuated by night, first to one of our estates near Okehampton, where Victoria joined us, and then by various misadventures to the Welsh borders, where our carrier ran out of fuel. We made an emergency landing near Monmouth and were rescued by a ragtag group of Welsh loyalists, who promptly abandoned us in the Sirhowy valley, retreating into mid-Wales with most of their countryfolk as the Aztec armies advanced rapidly northwards from their bridgeheads at London and Southampton.


We took refuge in a deserted mansion house, expecting imminent capture. There were only twelve of us, and the radio bulletins of the next several days were confused and alarming. London was said to have been laid waste by firestorms; enemy forces had already advanced to Nottingham and Bristol; a transporter carrying my cousin Margaret from St Petersburg had been shot down over the Baltic; my father and brother were reported dead after the palace had been stormed.


None of these stories proved entirely true, except that London had fallen and the Aztecs were making rapid gains. Margaret remained safely in Moscow with Tsar Mikhail, and my father and brother had been captured rather than killed. It was a measure of our beleaguered state of mind that we greeted such news with a relief bordering on joy.


As it turned out, we avoided capture, largely because organized resistance to the invasion collapsed within a matter of weeks. The Aztecs halted their advance after consolidating their positions north to the Tees and west to the Severn and Exe. Our armies surrendered and a truce was signed. Not long afterwards, Nauhyotl, a cousin of the Emperor Motecuhzoma, was installed in London as governor. The occupation of England was complete.


Three years passed.


On that final morning in Wales, I woke from my dreams to find myself alone in bed. Alex rose early most mornings to monitor radio transmissions on the equipment we had salvaged from the transporter.


The grandfather clock beside the door said nine thirty. Had I slept so long? I still felt weary, and there was a sour taste in my mouth.


The water in the bathroom came out in a lukewarm dribble. Dressed in a sweater and jeans – clothes scavenged from the deserted town of Tredegar further up the valley – I crossed the landing and noticed that the door to Victoria’s bedroom was open a crack.


My sister lay asleep in a swirl of sheets, blonde hair splayed on the pillow, the room ripe with her body heat. The bed was utterly unkempt, as if she had also been wrestling with disturbing dreams. She was three years younger than I, and had hated every moment of our exile.


Downstairs, porridge and coffee were simmering on the wood-fired stove, and the sink was full of breakfast dishes. We grew oats, barley and root vegetables in the surrounding fields, and had rounded up chickens, three cows and a flock of sheep from the hillsides after our arrival. We supplemented our diet with tinned goods from the shops in Tredegar which had escaped looting before the town was abandoned during the mass retreat into mid-Wales. There, in the empty heartlands of their nation, the Welsh believed themselves safe from further Aztec encroachment.


My stomach felt leaden and I could not face breakfast. Cradling a mug of coffee, I stood at the window, watching Thomas and Sarah at work in the greenhouse. Both had been staff in our household before the invasion, and Sarah had miscarried a baby the previous summer. It would have been the first child born here, and everyone had shared her loss.


I set to work on the dishes, putting a kettle on the stove to boil. Then Alex strode in, a broad smile on his bearded face. Freshly showered and smelling of Duc du Lac cologne, he kissed me on the cheek and led me away from the sink.


‘I’m washing up,’ I protested.


‘Leave it. Bevan’s having trouble with the generator, and the hot water’s down again.’


‘I’m boiling a kettle.’


‘Kate,’ he said with firm patience, ‘sit down.’ He gently pressed me into a chair. ‘I want to talk to you.’


He straddled another chair gaucho-fashion.


‘I overslept,’ I said.


‘It’s allowed once in a while. After all, you are the King’s daughter.’


‘You’re very cheerful this morning.’


He helped himself to a mouthful of my coffee. ‘I’ve good reason to be.’


He was dressed in a chunky fawn sweater and dark brown cavalry twill trousers; he always managed to look well groomed, whatever the circumstances. Tall and strongly built, with his auburn hair grown long and his beard dense, he was like a lion of a man to me.


‘How’s your Russian?’ he asked.


‘My Russian?’


‘Nyet, Vladivostok, and all that.’


I eyed him. ‘Alex, what’s all this about?’


‘Your cousin’s husband’s sending a ship for us.’


He drained the last of my coffee, awaiting my reaction.


‘Is this a joke, Alex?’


‘No joke, Kate. I got the news only half an hour ago. It’ll be here some time tonight or early morning.’


I sat back in my chair to ease the ache in my belly. Alex had always enjoyed springing surprises, but this was not the usual sort.


‘They’re coming to pick us up?’


He nodded.


‘I didn’t even know we were in contact with Moscow.’


‘It was pure luck,’ he replied. ‘Six days ago I locked on to one of their spy planes doing an overfly. I broadcast an SOS. This morning I got confirmation that a ship’s coming for us.’


It was obvious he wasn’t teasing, yet it seemed too fortuitous to be true.


‘Are you sure?’


‘I’m sure.’


‘What if it’s a set-up? A trap?’


He shook his head. ‘I signed the message Charlotte Brontë. The one that came back this morning was signed Anne.’


This, I had to admit, was a clever stroke. As children, Margaret, Victoria and I had played at being the Brontë sisters, Margaret being Anne, myself Charlotte and Victoria Emily. Alex was the only person I had ever told, and if the message had been relayed to Moscow, Margaret would have known it was genuine. That there had been a reply in kind settled matters.


‘Why didn’t you say anything until now?’


‘I wanted to be certain it was a Russian ship. I didn’t want to raise your hopes unnecessarily.’


He reached across and took my hand. I felt a certain excitement but also other, mixed emotions.


‘Just think of it,’ Alex said. ‘Escape at last. Freedom.’


‘Are they going to fly us straight to Moscow?’


‘I presume so. Somewhere within their borders at least. It’s what we’ve been waiting for.’


‘Have you told the others?’


‘Not yet. I’m going to announce it at lunch. Then I think we’re entitled to a little celebration.’


His optimism was infectious, and I couldn’t begrudge him the good news, even though leaving England would mean abandoning my father and Richard to their imprisonment. We really had no other option. Sooner or later, the Aztecs would push into Wales, and we would be captured if we remained.


Alex seemed to sense my thoughts. ‘There’s nothing more we can do here, Kate. We’ll be better placed to continue the fight in Russia.’


‘I know. It’s just not that simple for me.’


‘Of course it isn’t. I do understand, you know. But there’ll be plenty of other exiles there. Don’t forget that half the Royal Navy made it to Murmansk after the invasion.’


I decided to be positive. ‘It’ll be good to see Margaret again.’


He squeezed my hand. ‘There’s something else. Something it’s time I showed you.’


‘What?’


‘Not here. Upstairs.’


Despite the gravity of his manner, there was also a gleam in his eye. I knew full well what a visit to our bedroom would entail.


Late morning sunlight shone full through the window as we lay together.


‘So,’ I said at length, ‘what is it you wanted to show me?’


‘A small thing,’ he replied, ‘but mine own.’


Nimbly he leapt out of bed and went to the bottom drawer of his dresser, removing an attaché case. He had worked for the Ministry of Defence before the invasion, and I had always known that the case contained something important, without ever asking him what.


He opened it on the bed. It held several document wallets, but Alex removed a flat square object which I recognized as a computer disk. He held it out to me as if it were a sacred offering.


‘Just what I’ve always wanted,’ I said, with eager sarcasm. ‘What is it exactly?’


Alex sat back on the bed. ‘It’s the culmination of more than ten years’ work, Kate. It’s a piece of software, an advanced analytical intelligence programme with a random response capacity.’


I was illiterate as far as computers were concerned. ‘What does that mean in plain English? Can it fry an egg?’


‘It’s a kind of parasite,’ he told me. ‘Something that can insert itself into existing systems and extract information from them. But secretly, without being detected unless you’re really looking for it.’


Under the bedclothes, I drew my knees up to my chin. ‘So it’s important, is it?’


He knew I was teasing, and he gave me a suitably patronizing smile.


‘If we could get access to the enemy’s security networks, we’d be able to ransack their files, plant false information, do pretty well what we please. It could be devastating, Kate.’


‘Gosh.’


He snatched up a pillow and swiped me across the head.


‘Don’t mock. It’s even more impressive than you realize, and I’m sure the good Tsar and his government are going to be very interested in it. We’re not just taking ourselves to Russia, Kate, we’re taking something that’s going to be of vital importance in the battle against the Aztecs.’


Bevan was out on the front garden lawn, crouching over the generator. He had removed two of the fan-shaped solar concentrators and was working on the third with an adjustable wrench.


‘Bore da,’ I said, crouching beside him.


‘Blasted thing,’ he said without looking round. ‘Hold that for me, will you?’


He passed me a greasy bolt and washer, continuing to tinker for a moment, grunting under his breath.


‘What’s wrong with it?’ I asked.


‘We’ve been using it non-stop this last twelvemonth or more. Something’s got to give.’


I helped him lay the concentrator down on the grass. It was twice my height but quite lightweight, its matt-black panels iridescent in the sunlight. It was veined with slender support struts like a butterfly’s wing.


At the centre of the generator sat the sun-crystal, striated and multifaceted, the colour of zinc. Manufactured from reed-like coralline growths which the Aztecs farmed in their coastal waters, the crystals absorbed sunlight at high efficiencies. Bevan had jury-rigged the generator from the transporter’s drive-units, and it supplied all our heating and lighting.


Bevan unscrewed a conducting disc and began sanding it with a scrap of emery cloth. He was a pot-bellied man of about forty, lantern-jawed and balding, dark hair hanging lank behind his ears.


‘Always potching with it, I am,’ he continued to grumble. ‘More trouble than it’s worth, if you ask me.’


I was tempted to tell him not to bother, but Alex was always warning me to mind what I said to him. Soon after our arrival in the valley, Bevan had appeared, seemingly from nowhere, and had since become our handyman and fixer. His motives remained elusive, and I knew we had to be careful. Many people in Wales had proved fickle in their attachment to the nation’s cause, refusing to fight after the Aztecs had guaranteed the territorial sovereignty of Wales during the invasion. Though that sovereignty was now seen by most Welsh to be a sham, their loyalty to the Crown was far from solid.


I lingered for a moment, watching him unscrew the covering on the control panel.


‘Anything else I can do?’ I asked.


‘Want to get your hands dirty, do you?’


‘I just thought—’


‘I’ll give you a shout if I need you.’


Somewhat rebuffed, I left him to his labours, unsure whether he was being bloody-minded or just gruffly matter-of-fact. He had never actually acknowledged who we were, though he certainly knew. It was quite possible he heartily disliked all of us but relished the continued opportunity to display his resentment.


The terraced lawns once fronting the house had been turned into vegetable patches for peas, runner beans and root crops. The house was a Gothic Revival mansion built over a hundred years before by an English mine-owner. We had chosen it because it was large and partly screened by a pine plantation. It looked out over the valley, with the derelict pit directly below; both pit and mansion were called Ty Trist, the House of Sorrow. The mine-owner had been hated by the locals and was buried in a secluded graveyard with the stark inscription GOD FORGIVE HIM on his tombstone.


It was a fine September morning, the bracken on the valley slopes turning the same colour as the rusting winding tower. The pit itself was surrounded by spoil-heaps on which only a sparse grass grew. The colliery had closed down fifty years before when the first solar units were imported from Greater Mexico.


Though our life in the valley had been rugged and sometimes perilous these past three years, I knew I would miss it. The Sirhowy river which meandered its way along the shallow valley bottom was little more than a broad rocky stream. It was a word of uncertain Welsh provenance which Bevan claimed meant ‘angry water’ – a name fit for an Aztec noble.


Behind me, Bevan swore in Welsh. I turned and saw him duck as the red light of the tracking mechanism flashed on and the support framework slewed towards him, just missing his head. He delved into the base of the machine, and the movement stopped.


I retraced my steps. Bevan took a grubby handkerchief from his trousers and swabbed his brow. He looked exasperated and irritable.


‘Leave it,’ I said. ‘We can manage without it for today.’


He peered at me, his eyes shadowed by his square brow. ‘I take it you’ll be telling your sister she’s got to bath in cold water, then?’


Victoria liked a hot bath every day after rising, but she would be more preoccupied with the news about the Russian ship.


‘I don’t think she’ll mind today.’


‘Still in bed, is she?’ Bevan hoisted his trousers and sucked on his teeth. ‘She gets plenty of beauty sleep, that one.’


*


I spent the afternoon with Victoria, packing our few belongings into two suitcases. From the bottom drawer of a dresser, I produced the old atlas my father had given me on my tenth birthday. It had been printed in 1930, during the reign of my grandfather, and its pages gave off the odour of history both literally and metaphorically. Stiff and musty, they mapped large areas of the world in crimson, recalling a time, only sixty years ago, when the British Empire was at its height. On modern maps, the crimson was displaced by swathes of Aztec gold.


Victoria put on our mother’s wedding dress, which she had saved as a keepsake. It was an elaborate affair of white silks and French lace, unfashionably frilly and ornate. It fitted her perfectly. Our mother had died when Richard was born, and neither of us could remember her well; but from photographs I knew that Victoria resembled her strongly. Now twenty-one, she was entering the prime of her beauty, fair-skinned with hazel eyes and striking dark eyebrows.


She flounced in front of the mirror, then said, ‘I wonder what would happen if I wore this to our first reception in Moscow.’


‘You’d certainly create a stir. But you’d have to have the mothballs washed out of it first.’


‘Do you think Margaret and Mikhail will greet us when we arrive?’


‘I’m sure they will, but not formally, or in public. Russia’s technically neutral, and it wouldn’t be politic.’


‘Won’t it be marvellous to be somewhere civilized again? I’m so tired of dressing in old clothes and eating potatoes every day.’


She, more than any of us, heartily disliked the rigours of our life in the valley. And she was right to be excited at the prospect of greater comforts and freedom. I wished I could share her enthusiasm wholeheartedly, but I had always imagined that we would eventually escape to another part of the country to join an army in hiding, which would begin the reconquest of our land. A romantic fantasy, of course. For me, leaving Britain would not really be escape, but flight, an acceptance of the finality of conquest.


That evening, everyone gathered in the candle-lit hall and we feasted on our produce: roast lamb with carrots, parsnips and green beans, washed down with several bottles of claret which Alex had unearthed from somewhere. Victoria got rather drunk, but gracefully allowed Alex to escort her to bed.


We gathered on the balcony. It was a clear, moonless night, mild and still, the stars brilliant above us. A match flared in the darkness in front of Alex’s face, and he put it to the end of a cigarette.


‘Where did you get those?’ someone asked.


Alex was holding a pack of Albions. We had run out of cigarettes a year before.


Alex simply winked and offered the pack around, taking suitable satisfaction from his largesse. He was the eldest son of Lord Bewley of Norwich, and had been created Duke of Durham by my father when we married; but he had always had the common touch. Of the small retinue which had escaped with us from Marlborough, all were former staff – detectives, butlers, maids-in-waiting – but exile had broken down the barriers between us. We had each been forced to take our part in the urgent and continuing business of survival.


I tracked a bright star-like point across the sky until it was lost over the horizon. The Aztecs were reputed to have a spy satellite orbiting the Earth which could photograph a rabbit in a field from a height of one hundred miles. Alex assured me the Russian ship would know their positions and be able to avoid detection. It was almost certain the Aztecs were aware our house was inhabited, but we assumed they would have no means of knowing by whom. I sometimes wondered if Alex was right that we had continued to remain free because of the Aztec policy of leaving unconquered territorial pockets intact in regions after invasion in order to maintain their armies’ sharpness. Much of Wales and Scotland had been spared, in defiance of normal military logic.


I became aware that Bevan was present, a silent, forgotten figure on the edge of our group. He was the only one who knew nothing of our impending evacuation. I asked Alex for his cigarettes and went over to him.


‘Would you like one?’ I asked.


He took the pack, withdrew a cigarette and sniffed it, inspecting the tiny gold crowns stamped around the filter.


‘Got a light, have you?’


I lit the cigarette for him.


‘Do you know what’s happening?’ I asked.


He squinted at me. ‘Planning on taking a trip, are you?’


‘A ship’s on its way. A ship from Russia.’


It seemed to me quite unfair that we had told him nothing. He might want to come with us, and even if he didn’t, we could hardly leave him without an explanation.


‘Coming tonight, is it?’


‘We think so. There’s room for you if you want to join us.’


He drew heavily on his cigarette, exhaling through his nostrils.


‘Is there, now?’


I felt uncomfortable. ‘I only heard about it myself this morning. Probably no one’s bothered to tell you because they assume you want to stay here.’


‘Being Welsh, as I am, no doubt.’


I couldn’t tell whether he was being sarcastic.


‘I mean it,’ I said. ‘We all appreciate the help you’ve given us here. If you come, I’ll make sure you’re looked after when we get to Russia.’


‘Very generous of you,’ he said drily. ‘Couldn’t go without talking it over with my mam, though, could I?’


I never knew when he was joking. He claimed that his mother lived alone in Trefil, a village to the north of Tredegar, and that he had stayed behind to look after her. We had never been able to confirm this. He came and went as he pleased.


‘Bring her with you if you want to,’ I said.


He looked beyond me at the others. I couldn’t see his eyes under the shadow of his brow.


‘I’ll think about it,’ he said, then turned and went back into the house.


Alex had volunteered to take first watch. I stood with him on the balcony.


‘I’ve told Bevan what’s happening,’ I said.


‘Oh? Do you think that was entirely wise?’


‘It can’t make any difference now, can it? Besides, think of how much we owe him. I’ve offered him a place on the ship if he wants it.’


He said nothing to this. I knew he and Bevan had never liked one another, but the Welshman had done as much as Alex to ensure our continued survival. I doubted he would want to leave his homeland for an uncertain future in Russia.


There was a draggy pain in the small of my back, and when Alex suggested we steal off to our bedroom for half an hour, for once I pleaded tiredness. He was ten years older than I, and we had met at Henley when I was eighteen. At first my father had resisted our involvement because Alex was a divorcé, with a reputation as a womanizer. I had found him irresistible from the start, and his appetite for me remained as strong as ever.


‘Besides,’ I said, seeing his disappointment, ‘we can’t leave the fort unguarded.’


Another pinpoint of light was crossing the sky, winking as it went. The night was utterly still and silent, and I felt that we were naked under the gaze of the heavens. At that moment a terrible sense of foreboding filled me, though I couldn’t explain why.


‘Have you got my cigarettes?’ Alex said.


It was only then I realized that Bevan had taken the whole pack.


It was Alex who shook me awake. Groggy, I sat up and saw the first blue hints of dawn through the window.


‘Is it here?’ I asked.


‘Not yet. But I’d be grateful if you took over the watch.’


‘Have you been up all night?’


He shrugged. ‘I thought I’d let everyone get plenty of rest. It could be a long day today.’


‘Into bed immediately,’ I ordered him.


I dressed and went down to the balcony. The dawn chorus had started, though the valley still lay in darkness. Everyone else apart from Victoria was asleep on sofas and armchairs in the drawing room beyond.


Perhaps the Russian craft had been delayed or even shot down. According to Alex, it would most likely follow a northerly route to avoid Aztec airspace in mainland Europe and England, coming down over the Irish Sea and approaching us from the west. I began to fear that it had never set out in the first place.


I went to the kitchen and put a pot of water on the paraffin stove. The smell of the stove made me feel nauseous, so I returned to the balcony.


And then I saw it.


Far south, down the twilit valley, framed by the rounded black hills, was a point of light.


My immediate instinct was to rouse the others and give them the good news that at last the Russians were coming. But as I stared, the point of light resolved into three – one larger, the other two smaller.


All were golden.


For long moments I did not move. I couldn’t take my eyes off their firefly glow, as gold as the sun.


‘Enemy aircraft!’ I shouted. ‘They’re coming!’


In the drawing room, everyone awoke. There was a brief befuddled panic before Alex appeared and confirmed that they were indeed Aztec craft. He began marshalling us.


I rushed off to rouse Victoria. She was still soundly asleep, naked under the sheets. I shook her awake. Ignoring her protests, I scrambled around the room, finding jeans, a blouse, a sweater.


Alex hastened into the room just as Victoria was struggling into her boots. He was carrying his attaché case.


‘Quickly!’ he told us.


We hurried downstairs and went out through a side door, crossing a potato bed before slipping through a yew hedge. A stone stairway led down and away from the house. We skirted the pine plantation, heading across the lower slopes in the general direction of the colliery.


‘Where are the others?’ I asked.


Alex’s reply was drowned in a searing noise which was followed by an eruption of flame on the lower terraces of the garden. We were bathed in golden light as our attackers completed their first pass.


The two smaller craft were fast-flying, manoeuvrable interceptors with slender fuselages and sickle wings. Their larger companion had a pointed nose and high swept-back wings which made it resemble an enormous golden bird of prey: it was a gunship transporter, its hold typically crammed with troops who would spew out to occupy positions softened up by the craft’s firepower. All three shone brilliant gold in the gathering dawn.


Alex crouched and opened his briefcase. He took out the computer disk and thrust it at me.


I stood frozen, staring at it.


‘Take it!’ he insisted. ‘I’m going back for the others.’


He closed the briefcase and flung it away from him, sending it spinning through the air.


‘Alex—’


‘The codeword’s axolotl.’ He repeated the word, then forced a grin. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be back. Head for the bath-house. I’ll find you there as soon as I can. Now get clear of here!’


Banking sharply, and utterly silently, the interceptors came in again. Plumes of liquid fire spurted from their noses, plummeting down to burst on the ground, setting clumps of gorse ablaze and throwing the skeletal framework of the tower into stark relief. Alex was already blotted from view by the smoke.


I slipped the disk into a pocket of my jacket. Keeping Victoria close to me, I led her down the mountain path towards the bathhouse, a squat building which stood on the lower flank of the valley. The air was thick with smoke and the petroleum smell of xiuhatl liquid incendiary.


We skirted the colliery, and I kept glancing back with each explosion. The gunship hovered at a distance while the interceptors swept in, spreading fire and mayhem. The house was still intact, and now the small craft paused in their attacks while the gunship descended until it hung no more than a hundred yards above the house.


White light from the belly of the ship bathed the entire area.


‘You will surrender immediately. No further attacks will be made. You will surrender immediately.’


The amplified message came from the gunship. It was repeated. I pulled Victoria down behind a low wall, searching the hillsides with my eyes for some sign of Alex and the others.


I heard the sound of rifle-fire, and I knew it came from the house, a defiant and futile attempt to resist the attackers with shotguns. A gust of wind cloaked us briefly in gorse smoke. There was a huge pneumatic thump, and the house erupted in a cataclysm of fire.


The blast of heat from the explosion seared our faces, and I pushed Victoria down. When I finally looked up again, fleeing sheep shone like phantoms in the fierce light of the inferno. The house was gone.


My eyes were blinded with heat and tears. Then my heart leapt into my throat as someone grabbed my wrist.


It was Bevan.


‘Be quick, now,’ he said. ‘This way.’


Half pulled, half following, we were led up an incline, scrambling over slag and discarded machine parts, slithering up treacherous shaley slopes, the ground sliding under our feet. Victoria was gasping and sobbing the word ‘Please … Please …’ over and over again, though whether she wanted to stop or was desperate to find safety, I could not say.


Then in front of us, in an overgrown wall behind a tangle of hawthorn, a cast-iron pipe jutted out. About three feet wide, it was coated with moss and algae, a dribble of rusty water trickling from it.


‘Right,’ said Bevan. ‘In you go, then.’


Victoria’s hand tightened on mine. All three of us were panting, and I felt as if I might be sick at any moment. The pipe stood at chest height above a stagnant rusty puddle. Its interior was utterly dark.


‘We can’t go in there,’ I heard myself say.


‘Says who?’ Bevan replied. ‘Want them to have you, do you?’


‘The others,’ I murmured. ‘Alex …’


‘You leave them to me. Go on, now. In.’


The sky was lightening rapidly, and I knew we had little time left. His urgency and insistence galvanized me. Quickly I scrambled up into the maw of the pipe. Bevan helped Victoria in behind me.


I wanted him to join us inside, but he did not. Face framed in its mouth, he said, ‘Go in as far as you can, where it’s dark. Stay there until I come back. Don’t make a bloody sound.’


And then he was gone.


The pipe was dank and cheerless. Awkwardly I moved down it, Victoria clinging on to me. About thirty yards in, it broadened and began to curve, slowly eclipsing the disc of daylight as its end. I halted, unwilling to surrender to total darkness.


It was impossible to sit or crouch without getting wet, but our knees and legs were already soaked. I put an arm around Victoria, letting her rest her weight against me, thinking all the while of Alex and the others, praying that they had got out of the house in time. I wanted to say something, to soothe Victoria with comforting words. But I had none.


Time passed, filled only with the sound of trickling water and Victoria’s fragile breathing. The pain in my back grew worse. Victoria was huddled against me like a child. I stroked her hair absently, staring towards the slender ellipse of daylight, feeling wretched.


After a lengthy silence, Victoria said, ‘I can’t bear this any more, Kate.’


Her voice was wavering, on the brink of cracking. I tried to hush her, but she wouldn’t be calmed.


‘Nothing’s worth this. Nothing.’


She began to sob, and I felt hot tears on my neck. I knew she wasn’t just talking about the attack, but the whole three years of our exile.


‘Do you think I find this easy?’ I whispered, battling against my growing physical discomfort. ‘We can’t let them capture us now. We have to hang on a little while longer.’


‘What’s the point? I’d rather be a prisoner than live like this.’


‘Bevan will be back soon,’ I whispered, without real confidence. I patted her head like a parent comforting a child.


‘You will come out now.’


I went rigid, putting a hand over Victoria’s mouth. The voice was male, accented, the voice of our enemy speaking English. It echoed down the pipe.


‘You will come out now.’


Matter-of-fact, decisive, certain we were inside. I moved my hand from Victoria’s lips and shook my head to indicate she should remain silent. She looked petrified.


‘You are being foolish,’ the voice continued. ‘We know you are in there. You will not be harmed if you come out now.’


There was a pleading look in Victoria’s eyes: she was ready to surrender.


‘We have all the others. They are quite safe and unhurt.’


Still we stayed silent. By now my own instinct was to reveal myself, to surrender so that I could find out if Alex was safe. But I fought against it, telling myself that they were bluffing, that they couldn’t know for certain we were inside the pipe.


‘Very well,’ the voice said presently. There was the sound of orders being issued in Nahuatl, though I could not make out the words.


I waited, expecting soldiers to begin clambering into the pipe. But this didn’t happen. All went silent outside, and I was suddenly seized with the fear that the commander would order a flame-thrower fired into the pipe to incinerate us.


Seconds crept by. Still there was no further sound from outside. As the silence extended, so I began to think that the enemy commander had indeed been bluffing. And having received no answer from us, was continuing his search elsewhere.


Then I heard the rumbling. It came from deep within the pipe, and I knew immediately what it meant.


‘Quickly!’ I said to Victoria, pushing her towards the mouth.


My legs were stiff from kneeling, and the cramped space made rapid movement impossible. The rumbling swelled rapidly into a roar, carrying before it a damp breeze.


Victoria and I were almost at the mouth of the pipe when the rush hit us from behind. I was lifted up, cracking my head against the top of the pipe an instant before the gushing water propelled us out.


I landed, entangled with Victoria, cold water pouring down on us. The shock of impact took the breath from me, and it was a moment before I was able to pull us both up on to a grassy bank. Victoria was sobbing wretchedly and examining the skinned knuckles of her hand, her hair in rats’ tails.


Around us, encircling us, were soldiers in green and brown combat uniforms, all armed with assault rifles. Swarthy-skinned and black-haired, some wore forage caps with the stylized gold sunburst emblem. These were no ordinary troops but crack commandos, the cream of the Aztec army. Among their number was a squat figure dressed in an olive-green commander’s uniform. Beside him stood Bevan.


I made an effort to climb to my feet, to stand upright and face them. A wave of dizziness and nausea swept over me, and I felt a rush of hot liquid between my legs.










Two



I woke to a steady engine hum in the gunship’s sickbay. I was lying on a hard bed, a blanket drawn up to my chest.


The moment I stirred, two figures appeared at my side. One was obviously a doctor, the other a very short man in the buff uniform of a non-combatant officer.


The doctor took my wrist and checked my pulse. He was middle-aged, plump, perhaps a Mayan or Quauhtemalan. He peeled a strip thermometer from my armpit, then said in Nahuatl: ‘Everything appears normal.’


The short man had a broad-nosed face and a turn in his left eye.


‘How do you feel?’ he asked me in English.


‘Like death.’


‘It was a haemorrhage.’ He pronounced the word with difficulty. ‘You lost some blood, but there is no further cause for alarm.’


I knew it was more than that. A child. I had been carrying a child. I felt a vast futile sorrow. For the past two months I had had no period but took little account of it because most of the women in our group had irregular cycles. Yet without acknowledging it to myself, I had known I was pregnant.


‘It was necessary you were examined internally,’ the small man said. ‘The doctor is confident there is no permanent injury. No complications.’


I could see he knew that I knew.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


‘Not as sorry as I am.’


‘It is very important that you rest. We shall be arriving in London in an hour or so.’


I almost said Victoria’s name, but stopped myself. ‘The others? What’s happened to them?’


Now he looked pained.


‘It is my sad duty to tell you that they were sheltering in the cellar of the house when it was destroyed.’


I closed my eyes. ‘All dead?’


‘There were no survivors.’


So it was not just a disaster, but a massacre. Alex, and all the others, incinerated. I tried to hold on to this as a brutal fact that would inspire my hatred rather than grief.


‘You murdered them. They were defenceless.’


He surprised me by nodding.


‘I cannot excuse what has happened. No one should have died.’


‘What’s your name?’ I demanded.


‘Chicomeztli.’


‘Are you in charge here?’


He shook his head. ‘I believe you met our commander earlier.’


‘I want to see him now.’


‘Soon. He will be here soon. You must believe me – it was never our intention that any of you be killed.’


‘Fire-bombing a house is hardly likely to minimize casualties.’


My tone was withering, and only my weakness prevented a more physical demonstration of my rage.


‘I can offer no excuses. It was unpardonable.’


I couldn’t stop the tears. The doctor made to approach, but Chicomeztli stopped him with a glance. He stood patiently, almost respectfully, in front of me, knowing he could do nothing but duty-bound not to withdraw.


I made a great effort to compose myself.


‘Please,’ I said. ‘Leave me alone.’


‘Shall I fetch the others? They have been most concerned about you.’


‘You killed them all. I can’t believe it.’


This time he did withdraw, hurrying out through the door.


The doctor was standing back, looking very guarded. In English I asked for another pillow so that I could sit up. He looked at me uncomprehendingly. After a few moments of mime and muddle, he finally understood. I didn’t want him to know I could speak Nahuatl.


There was a soreness at my centre, but my grief overwhelmed it. I wondered if they realized who they had captured. No names had been mentioned, and in three years of exile Victoria and I had changed our appearances and might not be recognizable. It was possible that the raid had been just a part of general Aztec incursions in the area. Though this was unlikely, I held on to it, held on to any thought that stopped me dwelling on the loss of everyone who had been my life in Wales.


Chicomeztli returned with Victoria and Bevan. Bevan was still wearing his shale-stained clothes, but Victoria was dressed in a clean maroon sweater and a grey skirt.


‘You may have a few minutes to talk alone,’ Chicomeztli told us. ‘Please remember there are guards just outside the door.’


He and the doctor went out. Victoria immediately came to my bedside and hugged me. She began to cry in my arms. I would have done the same if Bevan hadn’t been there.


‘Are you all right?’ she wanted to know. ‘You were bleeding terribly.’


‘I’m fine,’ I said. I wasn’t going to tell her about the baby in front of Bevan. ‘I strained something when we fell, but it’s nothing serious. They said everyone else is dead.’


Victoria nodded, cheeks streaked with tears.


I drew her close and whispered, ‘Do they know who we are?’


‘No one’s said anything. I told them I was your sister, that’s all. They’ve treated us quite well so far.’ I felt her hand tighten on mine. ‘I was frightfully worried about you, Kate. You look ghastly.’


I reached up and began stroking her hair. I was deliberately forcing back all thoughts of Alex and the others. Bevan kept his distance.


‘I hope you’re satisfied,’ I said to him.


He looked quizzical.


‘You betrayed us. You led them to us, didn’t you?’


I couldn’t gauge his reaction. Was it surprise? Amusement? Contempt?


‘You hid us so you’d know where we were. So you could lead them straight to us.’


‘Don’t be bloody daft.’


‘There’s no point in trying to deny it. You were standing right next to their commander when they flushed us out of the pipe. You brought them there.’


He gave an amused grunt. ‘Joking, are you?’


‘Far from it.’


‘Maybe you didn’t notice, but I was standing there with a rifle barrel stuck in my back. They nabbed me when I was trying to find the others.’


‘Then how did they know where to find us?’


‘They searched everywhere, didn’t they? The pipe was the only place left.’


He had a graze on his left temple, as if he had tried to resist capture. But I didn’t let that influence me.


‘Why didn’t they assume we were in the house with the others?’


‘How the Christ should I know?’


‘It’s true,’ Victoria said. ‘They were guarding him, Kate. He’s a prisoner just like us.’


I heard voices outside, an angry voice saying in Nahuatl: ‘You had no business allowing them to see her without my permission!’


The door swished open, and in bustled the commander himself, closely followed by Chicomeztli and several soldiers. He had changed out of his combat fatigues into a tawny uniform with gold chevrons and the insignia of his rank, three stylized eagle-heads.


He strode to the side of my bunk. He was burly but short, with a flat forehead, dark eyes and a broad flared nose. Turning to the guards, he indicated Bevan and said: ‘Remove him!’


Bevan was promptly led away. When this was done, the commander executed a curt bow before me and said in English: ‘I am Maxixca, Chief Commander to the governor of these islands.’


Ignoring my wretchedness, I stared him out. He was a pure-blood Aztec, his cropped hair tar-black, his coppery skin smooth. He looked no older than I.


Mustering my most imperiously sarcastic tone, I said, ‘Really? And do you make a habit of visiting the bedsides of all your prisoners?’


He was taken aback at this but quickly recovered. ‘You are Princess Catherine, daughter of King Stephen of England. Your sister is the Princess Victoria—’


I forced a contemptuous laugh. ‘If you think that, then you’re more foolish than you appear.’


Again he stopped in some confusion.


‘It’s a charming notion,’ I said, ‘but I’m afraid you’re quite mistaken.’


Impatiently he delved into the breast pocket of his uniform and produced a photograph. It showed our family in Windsor Great Park on my father’s sixtieth birthday. Taken only six months before the invasion, its likenesses of Victoria and myself were unmistakable.


‘You are Princess Catherine,’ he said again. ‘And this is Princess Victoria. You are now prisoners-of-war, but you will be treated in accordance with your status. When we arrive in London, the governor will greet you personally.’


His manner was overbearing. I determined to prick his self-importance.


‘Is that so?’ I said. ‘I suggest you radio and inform him that I’m indisposed and have no desire to meet with common murderers.’


This time he looked angry. He turned to Chicomeztli. Speaking in Nahuatl, Chicomeztli confirmed that I knew about the destruction of the house and the deaths of everyone.


‘It should not have happened,’ Maxixca said to me. ‘The soldier responsible will be disciplined. He failed to obey his orders. You must accept my apology.’


‘I accept nothing of the sort,’ I said. ‘You killed my husband and my friends.’


For a moment there was silence. Then Chicomeztli said, ‘Your husband was not in the house.’


I looked at him, then at Maxixca.


‘There were nine corpses in the cellar,’ Maxixca said. ‘Your husband is a tall man, I believe. His was not among them.’


Immediately my spirits lifted, despite his cold-blooded manner. But I did my best to maintain an appearance of rigid composure.


‘It must be galling to be denied one of your victims,’ I said.


Maxixca obviously disliked the fact I was not cowed.


‘When he is captured,’ he said, ‘he will be brought to you. Alive, if possible.’


I felt a surge of hatred for him.


‘Tell me – how does it feel to be a murderer?’


He was easily aroused by insults, I saw; but he bit back an immediate response.


‘All the preparations have been made for your arrival in London,’ he said. ‘The governor—’


‘Get out,’ I interrupted, intent on deflating him. ‘I have no intention of discussing any such arrangements with a common soldier. You Aztecs—’


‘I am Mexicatl! A son of Motecuhzoma and a lady of Tlaxcala!’


I had guessed as much; his name was familiar to me. Of course, I knew he would bridle at the term ‘Aztec’, a catch-all description for the many peoples of the empire.


‘That may be so, but you have the manners of a teochichimecatl. You can see I am unwell, yet you burst in here without ceremony or courtesy.’


Teochichimecatl meant ‘barbarian’, and Maxixca looked suitably furious. I thought I glimpsed the merest hint of a smile on Chicomeztli’s lips.


‘You are our prisoners,’ Maxixca said with a barely controlled anger. ‘You will do as you are ordered.’


He stalked out.


Victoria looked appalled, and there was an awkward silence.


‘Is it true about my husband?’ I asked Chicomeztli.


‘It is true,’ he assured me. ‘He was not found among those who died in the house. I believe he has escaped.’


‘That’s wonderful news.’


He acknowledged my small triumph with a wry smile.


‘You greatly angered our commander,’ he said gently.


‘That was my intention.’


‘He is a son of the tlatoani. You would be wise not to provoke him.’


But there was amusement in his eyes.


Of course I knew my show of bravado would do us no good, but it was my only means of striking back. Though I felt fragile and exhausted, I insisted on getting dressed. Chicomeztli went away and returned with a plain sweater and skirt like those Victoria was wearing.


By now I had remembered the disk in my jacket.


‘I’d like my own clothes,’ I said.


He shook his head. ‘That is not possible. They were soaked and filthy. We had them burned.’


The craft was banking over London, and I glimpsed St James’s Park and the Mall through the porthole. I was still furious with myself for losing the disk. Fury seemed preferable to complete desolation.


Victoria, Bevan and I sat together in the forward passenger section, our guards paying us little heed now we were securely in their hands. I remained suspicious of Bevan, even though he seemed as much a prisoner as Victoria and I.


Our return to London prompted thoughts of my father and Richard. From intercepted radio transmissions we knew that both had been held at Hampton Court Palace since the invasion; but I had had no definite news of them for over a year.


I strained to see across Victoria as the craft flew over the Thames. Some central areas of the city had been devastated during the invasion, and the area north of the abandoned Houses of Parliament had been landscaped into a park. On the opposite bank, where County Hall once stood, there rose an entirely new building, a quincunx of tiered pyramids in creamy marble and glass, the levels planted with shrubbery. At the top of the innermost pyramid was a landing pad.


Bevan shuffled closer to me. I eyed him without approval, convinced he had contacted the Aztecs on the radio the night before, prompting them to launch the raid before we could escape to Russia.


‘You’ll be wanting this,’ he murmured, thrusting something into my lap.


I looked down. It was the disk.


Bevan’s eyes were on the unheeding guards.


‘Fell out of your pocket when you were climbing into the pipe, didn’t it? You ought to be more careful.’


I quickly hid it away, then felt a nauseous tug on my stomach as the ship began to decelerate.


Victoria, intent on the view through the porthole, noticed nothing. She gripped my hand, but I found myself holding on to her as much as she to me. Then the ship touched down with a shudder and a thud.


We waited in silence for some time. Two soldiers came and led Bevan away. Then Maxixca marched in, with Chicomeztli following.


The commander was still bristling from our earlier encounter. Stiffly, he instructed his guards to escort us out.


We were led down through the ship to a wide hatchway. The daylight at the bottom was wan and grey. Chicomeztli stepped forward and draped cloaks around the shoulders of myself and Victoria. The cloaks were hooded, black. With soldiers surrounding us and Maxixca at the head, we descended the gangway.


Cloud filled the sky, and a thin rain was falling. I felt shivery and frail, but I steeled myself. At the opposite end of the landing pad, a small group of people awaited us. Most were guards, but among them, standing under a big black umbrella, was Richard.


He was now a young man of eighteen, taller than three years before, his curly hair newly cut. Catching sight of us, his face filled up with that wonderfully open smile which had endeared him to so many people. He was dressed in a dark suit, white shirt and striped tie; he looked the perfect schoolboy. I wanted to burst out of our cordon and rush to him.


Maxixca halted in front of the governor and saluted. He was not the middle-aged Nauhyotl but a much younger man, his aquamarine uniform decorated with a golden eagle grasping a stylized sun.


Maxixca formally introduced him as Extepan Iquehuac Tlancuaxoloch, third son of the tlatoani Motecuhzoma Xohueyacatzin, ruler of Greater Mexico and all its dominions. I scarcely glanced at him. I saw tears brim in Richard’s eyes as he gazed at us, his long-lost sisters. His lower lip began to quiver; any moment now he would begin to cry.


Maxixca continued with the interminable formalities of our introduction. I moved towards Richard, but the guards closed ranks. Then the governor, who was regarding me, waved a hand, and they parted to let me through.


Richard came forward into my arms. He hugged me with all his strength, then turned to Victoria and did the same, kissing both of us on the cheeks. Finally he began to blubber, and I realized I was already prepared when he blurted: ‘Father’s dead.’


Victoria, Richard and I were ferried the short distance to Westminster Abbey in a jetcopter. In the gloom of dusk it was difficult to make out the full extent of the destruction to the surrounding streets, though Chicomeztli stressed that both the Abbey and the Cathedral had been very fortunate to survive the bombing. The area around the site was now off-limits to the public, Aztec guards in waterproof capes patrolling the derelict streets.


Inside, the Abbey’s empty echoing spaces were lit with candles. More guards stood discreetly in the shadows. The coffin rested on an elaborate wreath-strewn plinth in the Henry VIII chapel. I hesitated, rested from my afternoon nap but far from recovered, then climbed the steps.


My father lay in a formal black suit, hands crossed over his chest with a silver crucifix lying on top of them. His hair, grey when I last saw him, was now white. His face, however, looked younger, its paleness and lines doubtless erased by those who had prepared him. The Aztecs had a long and expert tradition of making their honoured dead look immaculate.


Beside me, Victoria and Richard clasped hands, determinedly maintaining a shred of dignity in the face of their loss. Apparently Father had died of a heart attack four days before while taking a constitutional around the grounds of Hampton Court. Richard had been with him at the time.


For some reason I found myself wishing that his eyes were open, even if he couldn’t see me. I reached into the coffin and gently lifted the crucifix out.


‘We’re Anglicans,’ I said in explanation to Chicomeztli.


‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘Someone must have left it.’


‘Has the news of his death been made public?’


‘No. Not yet.’


‘But there are plans to?’


‘I understand that this is one of the things which Governor Extepan will wish to discuss with you.’


My father was shrouded in cream silks like a sea of frozen milk. The walls of his coffin were lined with velvet the colour of old blood. Even the hairs which had once grown so abundantly in his ears and nostrils had been skilfully removed.


There was no mystery surrounding his death, no hint of foul play. His health had been poor in recent years, and the stresses of being a captive king might well have hastened his end.


I began thinking of my mother. She had died when Richard was born, her frail constitution exhausted by a prolonged and complicated labour. I remember a gentle fair-haired woman who read Grimm’s fairytales to Victoria and me at bedtime, but little else. Far rawer was my loss of my father and Alex and everyone who had perished at Ty Trist.


‘He was a brave and honourable man,’ I heard Chicomeztli say. ‘He bore all his difficulties with great dignity and did not compromise his beliefs.’


‘You mean he refused to collaborate.’


It sounded harsh as soon as it was out, but Chicomeztli gave a lop-sided smile and nodded vigorously. ‘Most certainly. He was as difficult as it was his duty to be.’


I was exhausted and still in some physical discomfort. For the next two days I convalesced in the suite of rooms which had been provided for me in the central pyramid of the administrative complex. Female Aztec servants, silent and courteous, brought me meals, and Victoria visited every day. She had her own suite immediately above mine, with private access between us via the balcony garden.


I made a swift recovery, and most of my time was taken up with comforting Victoria, who remained anxious.


‘What will they do with us, Kate?’ she asked, the first time we were alone together.


‘Don’t worry,’ I told her. ‘We won’t be harmed. We would never have been brought here in the first place if they meant to get rid of us.’


‘I’m scared.’


‘I know. But we mustn’t let them see that.’


She sat on the bed beside me, holding my hand in hers. ‘I can’t believe Father’s dead.’


‘It’s Richard we have to think about now. He’s going to need all our help.’


But I was, in fact, thinking about Alex, wondering where he might be. It would be difficult, even for someone as resourceful as him, to survive in the wilds of Wales and continue to evade capture. But at least he was still alive.


‘You’re not seriously ill, are you?’ Victoria said. ‘I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.’


At that moment I decided I wasn’t going to tell her about the baby.


‘No,’ I replied. ‘I’m not ill. And I’ve got no intention of abandoning you.’


She was silent, still anxious.


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘Do you think …’ She paused, hesitated. ‘Do you think they still …’


Again she faltered. I knew what she was trying to say.


‘Hush. They’re Catholics. It’s the state religion, you know that. They prepared Father perfectly decently for a Christian burial.’


‘But people say—’


‘People are always saying things. You can’t believe all you hear.’


She lay with her head in my lap. Little did she know that I shared similar fears to her, the same fears as all the Aztecs’ enemies.


Ostensibly we were alone, but it seemed likely that the apartments were monitored with hidden microphones and perhaps even cameras. As I stroked Victoria’s hair, I wondered what kind of eyes and minds might secretly be dwelling on us even at this very moment.










Three



On the third morning I woke to find Bevan outside in the garden, watering the flowerbeds. I dressed and went outside.


‘Good morning,’ I said.


‘Up bright and early, aren’t you?’


He did not look at me. I walked around until I was facing him.


I hesitated, then said, ‘Bevan, I’m sorry.’


Water sprinkled my toes, forcing me to step back.


‘I shouldn’t have accused you of disloyalty. I was upset. With the killing of the others.’


‘Didn’t mess about, did they? I reckon you and your sister were lucky.’


He continued watering along a row of multicoloured daisies.


‘Why are you doing this?’ I said. ‘There’s been plenty of rain.’


‘They told me I was to be your gardener and general factotum. That’s what you asked for, wasn’t it? So I’m doing my job.’


‘That was just an excuse. I didn’t want anything to happen to you. Are your living quarters all right?’


‘Very plush,’ he replied. ‘Key’s on your side of the door, is it?’


I had asked for Bevan to be given a room next to my suite, and to my surprise the request had been granted. An adjoining door linked his quarters with mine.


‘I thought it was the least I could do,’ I said.


‘Very considerate of you.’


He put the can down and took out a pack of Raleigh Full Strength, lighting one.


‘If you’d rather go back to Wales, I’ll see if I can arrange it.’


‘They’re not going to let me go. They know I’ve been hobnobbing with you lot for a while.’


I ignored his disparaging tone. ‘You helped us out in Wales, and I’m very grateful. I might be able to pull strings. You must be worried about your mother.’


‘She’s used to managing on her own.’


‘I’ll do what I can if you want.’


He took a contemplative pull on his cigarette. ‘You’d like me to stay, wouldn’t you?’


I was surprised by this – surprised by its accuracy. At the same time, I was reluctant to admit any such need.


I let him smoke his cigarette, making a show of watching a blackbird root about under a stand of blackcurrant bushes.


Presently I said, ‘Do you know anything about computers?’


‘Ought to, didn’t I? Seeing as how I worked for IBM.’


‘Imperial Business Machines?’


‘It’s the only IBM I know of.’


This was hard to credit. He looked more like a labourer than a computer technician.


‘You never said.’


‘Never asked, did you?’


An Aztec transporter flew past, the whine of its engines drowning out everything else. When it was gone, Bevan said, ‘They’re hoping I’ll keep an eye on you. Report back to them.’


‘The Aztecs?’


‘Thing is, they’ve checked my credentials and they know I’m not exactly a royalist.’


‘What do you mean?’


He shrugged. ‘Makes no difference now, does it? We’re all in the same boat.’


What was I to make of this? I was tempted to question him further, but I felt sure he wouldn’t tell me any more.


‘I’m going to need someone I can trust,’ I said.


He spat out a fragment of tobacco.


‘Not something you find easy, is it?’


There really was no limit to his impertinence.


Governor Extepan was in his mid-twenties, and of mixed Mexican and European stock. Thirty years before, Motecuhzoma had broken with Aztec tradition by taking a Spanish noblewoman as his wife, though she had later been killed by a Catalan bomb while visiting Valencia after the Aztec conquest of Iberia. Extepan was taller than most of his countrymen, and Spanish rather than Mexican in his looks.


He greeted me in his private quarters high in the central pyramid. Outside it was another rainy afternoon, and he stood flanked by Maxixca and Chicomeztli before a real coal fire in a large hearth. The fire was plainly an affectation since the complex derived ample power for heating from the solar generators atop each of the subsidiary pyramids. Richard was perched at a desk console nearby, a patolli game on the screen. He gave me a small wave as I entered but did not get up. It was as if he had already accustomed himself to my presence in his life again.


Extepan took my hand and inclined his head.


‘I trust you are feeling better.’


His tunic was unbuttoned at the neck, and he had a casual air about him. Maxixca, by contrast, was dressed very correctly and stood with his hands at his back, regarding me with open hostility.


‘I’m truly sorry about all the unfortunate circumstances which brought you here,’ he said. ‘We had no idea you were carrying a child. You have my deepest sympathies.’


To my relief, Richard appeared not to have heard this. He was tapping buttons and making counters leapfrog over one another on the screen.


‘Your sympathies are better reserved for the relatives of those you killed,’ I said bitterly.


I could see Maxixca bridle at this. Extepan nodded gravely.


‘It was most unfortunate. A tragic error. I trust that that was explained to you.’


‘An error that cost the lives of innocent people. If that’s really what it was.’


‘You have my word of honour.’


His English was excellent. He motioned to chairs on either side of the fire. They were Aztec icpallis, made of black mahogany, tall-backed and legless, though lavishly upholstered with a chevroned cloth. I did not move.


‘I regret, too, your father’s passing,’ he said.


‘Really?’


‘He was a good man. I had great respect for him.’


‘Even though you kept him captive in his own country?’


He looked wry. ‘Maxixca told me you would be uncompromising. I can see you have inherited all your father’s strength of character.’


‘Don’t patronize me.’


Now he was distinctly abashed. ‘Forgive me. I realize you have no reason to be amused. But there is room for common courtesy, yes?’


Again he indicated the chairs. Again I did not move. He had striking black eyebrows and greenish eyes ringed by dark brown which gave him a very direct stare.


‘You weren’t brought here to be humiliated,’ he said. ‘I assure you I intend nothing but honour for all your family.’


‘Honour? The same kind of honour that entails destroying a house of helpless civilians?’


‘It was a savage foolishness. I do not expect you to believe me, but I share your outrage.’


He matched my stare. Tap, tap, tap, went Richard at the keyboard.


‘Is there any news of my husband?’ I asked.


‘Ah, yes, the Duke. That I cannot say with any certainty. As you can no doubt imagine, we would prefer to have him safely in our hands, but our search parties have found nothing. I think it is likely he has escaped. That is good news for you, yes?’


‘Very good news.’


‘Perhaps you would like some tea?’


I almost laughed at this non sequitur. Instead, I shook my head.


‘We have many things to talk about,’ Extepan said. ‘But first the matter of your health—’


‘I’m fully recovered,’ I insisted.


‘That is good to hear. We can make arrangements for your family physician to be available, should you wish.’


‘That won’t be necessary. I feel perfectly well.’


‘Good. Then perhaps we can press on with our consultations.’


‘Consultations?’


‘Perhaps you would prefer to combine them with an overfly of the city? I have a shuttle available. I imagine you must be concerned to see how your people are faring and what damage we have caused.’


There was an almost naïve eagerness about him, but his voice also had a mocking note – self-mocking rather than directed at me. He was quite a contrast to the stiff and suspicious Maxixca.


‘The first thing we must discuss,’ Extepan said, ‘is the matter of your father’s funeral.’


I sat with him and Maxixca behind the flight crew, gazing out through the slanting cockpit windows as the craft lifted from the landing pad and flew across the river.


Sarcastically I said, ‘Do you intend it to be a full state occasion?’


‘Of course,’ he replied quite seriously. ‘I assume that you and your family would wish this.’


I searched for a hint of deviousness, of game-playing, in his face, but there appeared to be none.


‘So you intend to make the news public?’


‘It is not something we could hide indefinitely from your people, is it? Nor would I want us to.’


A fan-tailed support craft had appeared to shadow us discreetly on our overfly. Maxixca kept track of it with his eyes.


‘How long have you been governor?’ I asked Extepan.


‘Since April,’ he replied. ‘I replaced my uncle. He was assassinated by one of your countrymen while shopping at Harrods.’


I saw Maxixca stiffen, as though aghast that Extepan should reveal this. Extepan himself was fatalistic. ‘We may have vanquished your armies, but we cannot predict the actions of individuals. It is in the nature of things. But my uncle did not help our cause by treating your people harshly. I hope to enlist their co-operation more.’


From what little information we had been able to glean during our exile, I knew that Nauhyotl had instituted severe repressions on his arrival in the country. But ‘co-operation’ was a word with many interpretations.


We were flying low over Oxford Street. It was as crowded as ever with shoppers. Fast-food lunchers milled about outside the red-and-gold façade of a MexTaco restaurant. The Centre Point cinema complex was advertising the latest Acapulco productions, Otomi Onslaught and Totonac Attack. Everything appeared normal.


‘The next pressing problem’, Extepan said, ‘is, of course, the succession.’


I turned away from the window. Richard sat with Chicomeztli under the supervision of the co-pilot, moving a sightfinder on one of the screens with all the enthusiasm of the uninitiated.


‘Are you proposing to crown Richard king?’


Extepan did not react to my sarcasm. ‘Is there any reason why we should not?’


Richard was making shooting sounds, downing imaginary enemies with great delight.


‘Your country has always had its own monarch. There is no need to depart from tradition, even under the present circumstances.’
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