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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.


      














              He was a braw fellow,


              And he played at the ring;


              And the Bonnie Earl of Murray


              He might ha’ been the King…




                                           Old Scottish Ballad







Part One


NOVEMBER




One


APPROACHING ACROSS THE barren plain on the eastern side of the river, especially when the sun had just risen above the Yahla mountains behind one, it was possible to see the Palace from a distance of twenty kilometres. It would first be distinguished from the wooded ground rising behind it by means of the three great gilded domes: one on the Cathedral of the Blessed Virgin, and two situated at either end of the former King’s Residence – now drably called the Government Building. The motor road across the plain took two near right-angled turns to avoid large areas of marshland, and thus for three kilometres of its course lay parallel both to the river and to the outer wall of the Palace. Accidents on this stretch of the road often occurred by reason of the motorists’ eyes being drawn away to the left by the magnificence and improbability of the view presented.


For six months of the year the intervening marshes would be frozen, sharp grey ice showing occasionally among wide expanses of rushes and blackened moss. At road level the dividing river would be out of sight, so that the outer wall of the Palace would seem to spring straight from this pitiful terrain, a wall in no place less than twenty metres high, surmounted with towers and inhumanly gigantic battlements, its grey granite sallow in the early morning light. Now, at a distance of scarcely six kilometres, the windows of the Palace buildings themselves, behind the outer walls, would gleam blackly, and also the gilt along the mouldings of the neo-Classical pediment which was one of the few tasteful additions made by Gustav III. The other turrets and towers and domes and spires would be clear now against the black-green forest, their colours, brilliant blues and greens, muted in the thin sunlight. Winter sunrises were usually clear, for the bitter marshes retained nothing of the day’s tiny heat from which to spin mists against dawn’s coming. In this pale clarity every eastward-facing feature of the Palace would be visible from the road: the huge blank bulk of the Arsenal, the Eternal Flag of the Revolution that was never lowered, the balconied Royal Walk from which George I had watched the execution of the Princess Irene, even the outline of the River Gate walled up in the siege of 1740 and never reopened. On a winter’s morning the details of the Palace were cruelly precise, a structure showing fearful solidarity, a mass that grew like a fantasticated mountain out of the frozen plain. It was harsher by far than the successive regimes for which it had served as outward symbol. Even the present administration, pledged to outlast mankind itself, seemed weak and ephemeral by contrast.


Even to a man who knew and loved every smallest detail of the Palace, this view on a grey November morning was disturbingly malign. So heavy was the weight of menace that settled over Major Kohler as he approached and turned the first corner to bring his car parallel to the Palace’s eastern wall, that he drew in to the side and stopped. Making the forty kilometre drive back after a week-end pass in the neighbouring city of Dorlen, his explanation to himself for having stopped was that he needed to stretch his legs and relieve himself. Nevertheless, these two tasks completed, he still found himself lingering in the bitter air, staring gloomily across the marshland at his destination. With no sun to help them, the walls were the colour of dull lead. The red flag above the Guard Barracks seemed not red but black. And above the northern end of the Palace a heavy cloud of dark smoke rose slowly from the unseen chimney of the Palace bakery. They burned straw in the early mornings to raise quickly the temperature of the ovens, straw from the Palace stables. Major Kohler thought of other fuels that had gone into the oven furnaces, the bodies of those who had displeased Royalty, and in the end the body of Royalty itself.


As an army engineer, a graduate of Orstak University, Major Kohler was accustomed to the grey look of barracks, of prison blocks, of the dark local stone that was used in official buildings all over this part of his country. Nevertheless, the Palace depressed him. He lingered by his car, hunched his shoulders to light a cigarette, stamped his feet, smoked his cigarette through, tossed the stub away onto the thin crust of snow that had fallen three weeks before and frozen as hard as sugar. Only then, his mind concentrated on his duties in the day ahead, did he climb back into the car, start the engine, and drive on.


He was not a man who practised analysis, either of himself or of others. His intellect was at its best when calculating stresses, turning moments, coefficients of expansion. He reasoned now that his week-end in Dorlen had been good, that no man liked the prospect of returning to work, especially to the unpredictable rages of the Engineer Colonel. The Palace, he thought, was like a good whore – the exterior might be a bit rough, but once you got inside … well, you were probably in for a hell of a surprise. So he drove steadily neither hurrying nor dawdling. His short break out in the morning air had chilled him, and he eased his fur jacket open as he drove, letting in the warm air from the car heater. There was another chill, however, that remained.


After the second right-angled turn the road to the Palace ran as straight as a gun barrel. This last section was lined with large notices: warnings of traffic restrictions ahead, Party exhortations, brief summaries of Palace history for the benefit of tourist bus-loads. Major Kohler knew them all by heart. He had been stationed at the Palace now for seven years. As he approached the river he slowed – he did not recognise this action, nor the reason for it. The river represented freedom to him, and dignity: the freedom of nature. His life went on within another, perhaps more limited, level of freedom – the freedom of man with man, of socialisation, of conscience, of respect and love and duty, the freedom man’s mind constructs and at the same time controls. Which has its own dignity. For the river none of this irksome structure existed or was necessary, so Major Kohler would slow each time he crossed it, and snatch quick glances to left and right, up and down its yellow water. When in the depth of winter its surface froze, he never joined his fellow-officers in their skating or riding motor bicycles across it. He gave no reason and knew of none: the sense of violation he felt remained unshaped, denied even.


This particular November morning he drove even more slowly than usual: the river was still in spate from recent snowfalls on the foothills of the Yahla mountains, swirling through the reddish sticks of the willows, its surface broken here and there with tangles of brushwood and occasional tree trunks that had eluded the hooks and poles of the vigilant peasants. Major Kohler slowed his car to walking pace. Downstream his eye was drawn to the new section of embankment whose construction he was supervising. The temporary shuttering was holding well – the army divers had done good work under particularly difficult circumstances. He engaged a lower gear and drove on. His mind was looking ahead now, to the details of his morning’s work. At the Mantua Gate he stopped and showed his pass to the guard. The Cathedral clock had just finished striking seven.


In the Officers’ Quarters he washed and shaved again and changed into the fresh uniform his batman had laid out for him. A very dark-jowled man, the shave he had had three hours earlier before leaving the brothel in Dorlen would never last him through to the end of his duty tour. The Engineer Colonel was quite capable of calling him out in front of the men to account for his unshaven appearance. The Engineer Colonel’s batman had told his batman (who in his turn had passed the information on) that the Engineer Colonel set a no higher standard for his subordinates than he did for himself.


Major Kohler breakfasted in the Officers’ Mess. The food was good: a spiced liver pâté spread thickly on black bread, peppered with turmeric, and grilled. The coffee also was good: black, and pleasantly gritty. He finished his meal with a green Thai orange. Messing in the Palace was like nowhere else in the service. In compensation for the other rigours of Palace life, perhaps.


His fellow officers were not communicative. For those not on duty the previous night there had been the usual drinking party, the songs and the toasts lasting till most of them could no longer stand. A few of the younger subalterns came in chattering, still needing to prove their resilience and manhood, but they soon hushed under the silent disapproval of their superiors. The chandeliers were unlighted. Except on Mess Nights the hall was illuminated by wall brackets of post-Revolutionary simplicity.


At eight o’clock Major Kohler reported to the Engineer Colonel. The older man never drank with his subordinates. None the less, his condition that Monday morning was worse than theirs. It hushed the stridency of his voice and made it painful for him to lift his eyes from the fine morocco surface of his desk. The Engineer Colonel was an old man, his liver even older.


“Back from another of your week-ends, Kohler?”


Major Kohler had had no leave of any kind for nine weeks previously. He stood stiffly to attention and waited.


“Well, Kohler, and how were the bright lights? You did go to the city, didn’t you? How were the bright lights? Squander all your money, did you?”


“A pleasant week-end, thank you, sir.”


“And now you’re ready to get down to some work, eh, Kohler?”


“The new stretch of embankment, sir. I was gratified to see how well it –”


“I have under my command lunatics, Kohler. Worse than that, they are interfering lunatics.”


The Engineer Colonel eased a short memorandum out of his tray at his elbow and flung it across the desk at Major Kohler.


“For a few hours this morning, Kohler, the embankment project will have to get along without you. That is possible, you know. Send Lieutenant Dzek – he can keep the men busy grading ballast for the filling. From you I want a negative follow-up report on that damnfool memorandum.”


Major Kohler read the five lines of neat typing. They were signed by Lieutenant Mandaraks and described cracks and signs of stress that the young lieutenant had found – or thought he had found – in the ceiling of the Paul VII Passage. The memorandum was dated the previous Saturday: indeed, its presence on the Engineer Colonel’s desk at all depended on its bearing that date. On any other day Lieutenant Mandaraks would have come to him, Major Kohler, and none of it need ever have been committed to paper.


Pieces of paper were intransigent – they did not disappear when the Engineer Colonel shouted. Worse than that, they bred carbon copies that circulated to other departments, that brought back queries from other sources on the action taken, that caused flutters of general excitement around the Palace and resulted in too many right hands knowing what too many left hands were up to. The Engineer Colonel hated pieces of paper and feared them. Officers even nearer to retiring age than he had been discredited, lost rank, reputation and pension on account of injudicious pieces of paper. One of Major Kohler’s duties, therefore, was to protect the Engineer Colonel from all such. Hence the heavy comments on the subject of the Major’s week-end pass. If he had not been away in Dorlen none of this need ever have happened.


The Major folded the piece of paper carefully, put it in his pocket and returned to the position of attention.


“Mandaraks is full of ill-informed notions,” said the Engineer Colonel. “Most of these youngsters are. Two years at some provincial college and they think they know it all.”


Major Kohler recalled that the young lieutenant had attended the finest Mining Institute in the country. He remained silent.


“I’d go myself,” said the Engineer Colonel, “if my day weren’t so fully booked.”


He thumbed vaguely through his desk diary, careful not to open it at the right page. He lifted his eyes laboriously up to Major Kohler’s face.


“Your lanyard, Major Kohler, is a symbol of rank, not a whore’s shoulder strap.”


Major Kohler remained at attention.


“Five copies of your report, Kohler. And see they’re circulated. Rumours like this need scotching. I rely on you, Kohler, to investigate thoroughly. Your report must show a complete grasp of the technicalities involved. This foolish business might come to the attention of the Minister. I want no doubt to be left in his mind whatsoever.”


Major Kohler saluted and turned to go.


“Is there something the matter, Major Kohler?”


“Sir?”


“I asked you about the bright lights of Dorlen. I don’t remember that you answered.”


“They were bright, Engineer Colonel.”


In private Major Kohler could be pushed so far and no further. In public his concern for the shows of discipline was so great that he made no such limits. The Engineer Colonel was aware of this quality in the man and treated him accordingly.


“Bright, were they, Major Kohler? I’m glad to hear it. Glad to hear it.”


Major Kohler went out, closing the door quietly behind him. In the mirror beside the door – a mirror placed so that all subordinates could check their turn-out before going in to see the Engineer Colonel – he inspected the lie of his major’s crimson lanyard. It was, of course, immaculate.


The Engineer Colonel’s offices were on the ground floor of the building that had housed the Cathedral clergy during the old regime. The niches along the bare corridors that had once contained gilded icons and holy water stoups were now occupied with fire extinguishers and buckets of sand and water. Throughout the Palace the danger of fire was always present. It was the frequency of disastrous fires in the past that had given the Palace its rich variety of architecture, each king rebuilding in the highest mannerism of his reign.


Passing along cold corridors floored in contrasting octagons of indigo and green and white marble, Major Kohler made his way to the Orderly Room where he instructed the sergeant to send a runner for Lieutenant Dzek. Then he sat down and glanced through the papers that had come in over the week-end. Looking steeply up out of the window of his office it was possible to see the red onion dome of the Prince’s Tower, and a patch of heavy grey sky beyond. If the temperature rose sufficiently, snow would fall.


Lieutenant Dzek was not pleased by his change of duty. His previous detail for the morning had been to measure the comfortably warm kitchens for the new equipment soon to be ordered. This whim of the Engineer Colonel would cause him to stand for several hours in the open, fully exposed to the rising easterly wind, as he watched a platoon of pioneers from some barbarous province shovel stones monotonously through coarse wire sieves. They would at least have their work to keep them warm – for him the only exercise possible was to bully them without cease. He felt sorry for the poor bastards, but what else could he do? All this he confided to the Orderly Sergeant while Major Kohler was in his office making out requisition forms for the equipment he would need in his inspection of the Paul VII Passage. The Orderly Sergeant tactfully advised Lieutenant Dzek to hurry – the men paraded at eight fifteen and he was late already.


For his assistant on the tour of inspection Major Kohler chose a young sapper, Fasch, who worked in the Engineer’s Stores. He knew about Fasch from the Personnel Officer – as a student he had missed going to university through an unlucky illness, and he was now working for a degree in his spare time. Among the barely literate soldiery his life could not be easy. Major Kohler was in the habit of taking Fasch with him whenever he thought the journey was likely to be instructive.


They went together to the Drawing Office and Major Kohler signed for a photostat map of the catacombs. The map was incomplete and in places frankly conjectural – the Engineer Colonel had once begun to organise a complete new survey of the passages and storerooms under the Palace, but the scheme had met with such a lack of enthusiasm from higher quarters (on the grounds of more pressing priorities) that he had tactfully shelved the matter. But the Paul VII Passage was in a well-used area and the photostat would indeed hardly be necessary. As they came out onto the steps in front of the old Archbishop’s Residence there was a commotion in the courtyard below. Two motor cycle outriders roared by. The heavy black limousine behind them carried presidential pennants. Fasch stood to attention as well as he could beneath his various burdens, and Major Kohler saluted. Through the windows of the car they had a brief glimpse of the President’s wife and two or three other Central Committee wives. The second car contained food baskets, a pile of extra clothes, and a neat rack of skating boots. Behind it came two further outriders, their intercoms rasping unintelligibly. The courtyard cobbles had been swept clear of snow two weeks before and the tyres of the small convoy left damp black lines.


“A skating party to Novellnyi,” said Major Kohler, watching the last motor cyclist turn sharp left in the direction of the northern Partiot’s Gate. “The snow must be going to hold off then. For the women’s sakes I hope the forecasters are right.”


“They usually are.” Fasch stood at ease. “I didn’t notice Comrade Korda, did you, Major?”


Kohler looked at him sharply.


“The Minister of Education is a busy man.” Major Kohler wondered if he should pursue the matter further. “You have inside information, Fasch, that makes you surprised that Comrade Korda is not a member of the skating party to Novellnyi?”


“None at all.” Fasch busied himself clipping the map onto the map board. “Central Committee members do sometimes take a morning off to go skating. Perhaps my remark was caused by a little jealousy.”


Major Kohler walked quickly away down the steps. Of course the soldiers gossipped – it would be ridiculous either to pretend they did not or to try to stop them. The closed life of the Palace made such talk inevitable. If it did not interest him personally this was probably because he felt safer with things than with people. He led the way to the Judiciary Building, in the foyer of which was the most used entrance to the catacombs. At the head of the staircase down he identified himself and his companion, and told the guard their business.


Sections of the catacombs were open to conducted tours, thick white ropes on brass staunchions fencing off the more exclusive parts. Other areas were used for movement about the Palace during bad weather. Every entrance was carefully guarded, however – when the ground beneath a centre of government is honeycombed with passages of doubtful extent it is wise to take every possible precaution. At one time secret tunnels from inside the Palace had emerged at several places in the surrounding countryside. These had been found and sealed, or so it was generally believed. Major Kohler suspected otherwise. He had read the Palace histories. Certain events – the escape of the Bulgarian spy in 1951 for example – could only be explained by the presence of tunnels as yet undiscovered. One day he would re-open the question of a comprehensive survey. One day, when the political moment was right. But Major Kohler was a soldier and an engineer, and nothing more. For him political moments were a closed book. The comprehensive survey would never be made in his lifetime. But at least in a few weeks’ time he would understand why.


The Paul VII Passage was to the left of and at a lower level than a large show cellar – the cavern where in the Great Famine of 1811 the Royal Family’s private store of grain had been raided by the desperate garrison. The King himself, Georg III, had come to the defence of his granary, and tradition named a certain raised part of the floor as the place where he had personally decapitated the leader of the mutineers and tossed the dripping head to its followers. Major Kohler and his assistant crossed the silent cavern – conducted tours took place on Saturdays and Sundays – stepped over the boundary ropes and entered a less well-lit corridor that sloped steeply downwards. This terminated in a vertical ladder descent and brought them directly into the Paul VII Passage.


As he jumped the last three rungs of the ladder and landed on the rough stone floor of the passage, Major Kohler became immediately aware of a change in the atmosphere: a drop in the temperature and also a curious pressure, not quite a sound, in his ears.


He waited at the foot of the ladder and helped Fasch down with the instruments. These less frequented areas were lit by regulation wall fittings at five metre intervals. They were inspected in strict sequence – for Lieutenant Mandaraks to have been down there the previous Saturday morning represented a curious break with routine. That the Engineer Colonel had failed to comment upon this could only be attributed to the poor state of his health – solitary drinking played hell with any man’s constitution, in the opinion of Major Kohler. He took the map from Fasch and examined it carefully. There was no elevation. Certain spot depths were marked and rough indications given of the gradients joining them. Minor changes in angle or direction were impossible to detect.


“Well, Fasch, what do you think?”


“I don’t like it, Major.”


“Neither do I. But give me your reasons for not liking it.”


“That light, Major – the sixth one along. It’s out of line.”


The passage ran straight for fifty metres. Wherever possible the lights were mounted to constitute a datum line. They provided a very approximate check.


“These lights have been here for twelve years now, Fasch. Minor subsidence in a tunnel as ancient as this is bound to occur.”


“And there’s a noise, Major. Can’t you hear it?”


Not quite a noise. Something between a noise and a sensation. Major Kohler had experienced it once before during a special course down the mines near Pol. Then it had been expected and accounted for – down here in the Paul VII Passage it could only mean danger. Many sounds under the earth were normal – soil moved, rocks creaked against one another, clay that worked made a curious gulping sound. These and others would be lived with. But the sound of running water – no matter how faint – where no running water should be, brought fear to even the most experienced miner. He set up the tripod. “What can you hear, Fasch? Tell me about it.” It was essential to make a survey of every inch of the passage. Only by means of this would any future changes in the structure be measurable.


“I don’t know… It’s too faint. I thought at first I was imagining it. Can’t you hear it, Major?”


Kohler avoided answering. “Take the rod and measure, boy. Stop off at twenty metres and give me a vertical.”


While Fasch was paying out the tape Major Kohler referred again to the map. Certainly they were under the eastern, riverside sector of the Palace, but the nearest point of the river bed itself was still more than three thousand metres away. Impossible that the sound of a river even in spate could be travelling through earth that distance. He saw below the Paul VII Passage the line of another tunnel leading out under the river. It was marked as having been mined and sealed in the consolidation operation shortly after the war. The water must be penetrating at a higher level, he thought, somewhere between the –


“Twenty metres, Major.”


“Any sign of seepage, Fasch?”


“None at all, sir.”


Their voices resonated unpleasantly, shrill as if mechanically reproduced.


“Right, boy. We’ll take the vertical.”


They worked on the one stretch of ancient vaulting for more than three hours, plotting the smallest variations. Major Kohler built up a minutely-detailed three-dimensional picture of the tunnel. He found the cracks Lieutenant Mandaraks had described, and stress crazing on several of the filler stones. The signs were minute – unless Mandaraks had been looking for them specially he would never have found them. He decided to have a word with the lieutenant as soon as possible.


He took flashlight photographs of three cracks from three different angles and measured them again to be quite certain. In pairs the photographs could be viewed to give a stereoscopic impression. From Mandaraks’ description there seemed to have been no significant changes since Saturday, but that was proof of nothing but itself.


Fasch was reeling in the tape measure and packing the instruments away. Major Kohler walked to the far end of the tunnel, feeling the air, watching the rhythmic passage of the barrel vaulting above his head. In some manner he was able to share in the stresses of the stones above him, experience their strange unease, a restlessness perhaps long overdue. To stand for three hundred years was enough. In the mines near Pol he had seen a whole siding fall. The sudden release of energy had left him almost exultant, not knowing why. There was the edge of that same feeling showing now as he turned at the end of the passage and gazed up the narrow perspective to the figure of Fasch bent over the buckles of his instrument case. The boy seemed unnaturally small. Between them the water rustled, straining rock against rock… He wondered how long it would be before he and Fasch were missed, should anything happen. He paced slowly back between the stooping walls: there was strength in them yet, for weeks or months or even years. For just how long was a calculation no man could make. The masons serving the sickly Paul had worked well – death had intervened before the underground chapel this passage was to reach had been started, but the passage itself remained when many others under the Palace, younger, had caved and disappeared. He felt safe down there, safer than on open ground.


Major Kohler took a last look down the tunnel and then climbed the ladder to the next level. He took the equipment as Fasch handed it up to him. Along in the granary cavern he paused.


“This is a matter needing discretion, Fasch,” his voice not loud enough to rouse echoes. “It might be serious. It might, on the other hand, be no more than the sort of settling inevitable in masonry of such great age.” He made no mention of the water, leaving Fasch to interpret the sound in whatever way he chose. “It would be a pity, Fasch, if certain sections of the Palace administration were to be alarmed unnecessarily.”


Caution was essential. It was a question of simple self-preservation to shape every event into an acceptable whole before passing it on. Incompleteness bred anxiety, and anxiety bred reprisal. The result of such shaping, Major Kohler believed, was tidy administration and a lack of large-scale panic.


“I quite understand, Major.”


“I hope you do, Fasch. In the circumstances you would be well advised to know nothing. If anybody should ask you – there’s no reason why they should, of course, but it’s best to be prepared – it will be easy for you to say you were only the sapper, that I didn’t take you into my confidence.”


“No more you did, Major.”


“No more I did.”


And, looking back on it, that was indeed so. He had kept his thoughts to himself. It was a wise habit.


After returning the instruments to store Major Kohler dismissed Fasch and himself took the map back to the Drawing Office. The captain in charge happened to come into the outer office as the orderly was signing for the map. He glanced at the entry book.


“Uncovered a plot to blow up the Palace, have you?”


“I’m afraid I don’t understand you.”


“Mandaraks on Saturday, and now the Engineer Colonel’s watchdog. What’s down in that corner of the catacombs to interest you so?”


Major Kohler knew he would be expected to pull rank. To do otherwise would make the other suspicious.


“A minor departmental project, Captain. Nothing you need concern yourself with.”


“Of course not, Major Kohler.” The captain buttoned his jacket which had been hanging open. “Not that I’ve not got plenty of worries of my own, I can tell you. Our photocopier has broken down. Some fault in the timer and the electronics men can’t seem to find it. I’m going to have to ask for an engineer to be flown in from Dorlen. You know how the Senior Draughtsman detests involving other departments.”


“The failure is Electronics’ responsibility. I don’t see that you have to worry.”


Major Kohler needed to make a discreet telephone call. He left the Drawing Office and rang his Orderly Room from the Archives Department across the corridor. He was told that Lieutenant Mandaraks was supervising a conduit clearing operation near the Maria Irene Gate. He fetched a motor bicycle from the Pool and drove across.


The Maria Irene Gate was a late-nineteenth century structure built on the foundations of one of the earliest towers in the Palace. Queen Maria Irene, wife to Michael I, had been canonised during her lifetime for the frequency of her holy visions and the purity of her life. Her canonisation represented a successful attempt on the part of the Early Church to stabilise the stormy natures of the Royal Family – once his wife had been publicly proclaimed a saint it was impossible for Michael to question the legitimacy of her children. In this way the succession was assured for at least one generation: a trick worth knowing but not one easily repeated.


Lieutenant Mandaraks had his men working in a deep gully beside the roadway. They were shovelling mud onto a powered conveyor that lifted it up to a waiting lorry. Major Kohler noticed that the mud was yellow. He called the lieutenant to one side.


“Lieutenant Mandaraks, I have been detailed by the Engineer Colonel to follow up your memorandum on the Paul VII Passage. Would you please begin by telling me how you came to be so far from your usual area of duty?”


“I’m not sure, sir.” Mandaraks was expecting praise. “I suppose you might call it intuition, sir.”


“I don’t believe in intuition, Mandaraks. Intuition is another word for unconscious deduction.”


“Yes, sir.” Mandaraks beat his arms against his sides to warm himself and conceal his disappointment. “Well, sir, it started with the yellow mud in this conduit, sir. It seemed to me obvious that it was coming from the river, and therefore that the –”


“There are other possible sources, Lieutenant.”


In one step he was dangerously near the truth.


“I know, sir. But I discounted them. The volume was too great, I thought. I see now that I was quite mistaken, of course.”


“Mistaken?”


“You see, Major Kohler, I studied the maps and I decided that the river must somehow have broken through into the Paul VII Passage and be bleeding from there along a fault into one or more of the branch sewers.”


Near the truth, but unaware of it after all.


“A rather dramatic conclusion, Lieutenant. One hardly supported by the facts at your disposal.”


“I know, sir. But it seemed so certain at the time.”


Major Kohler smiled slightly. He could picture the young officer, full of enthusiasm for his theory, seeing himself the saviour of the Palace, rushing down into the catacombs only to find the Paul VII Passage bone dry and apparently undamaged. No flood, no dramatic collapse, no water lapping the lower rungs of the ladder. It was the intense disappointment of Lieutenant Mandaraks that had driven him to pick over the surface of the tunnel in the sad hope that some small justification might be found. In Mandaraks’ case it was disappointment rather than an unusually acute sense of hearing.


“The cracks you found were very small, Lieutenant Mandaraks. You thought carefully before you decided them worth a written memorandum?”


“You were on leave, Major, and I thought –”


“You thought my absence gave you an opportunity to show the Engineer Colonel the excellence of your initiative. But initiative is like any other human quality, Mandaraks, it needs to be disciplined. In your case the man you need to impress with your initiative is not the Engineer Colonel but myself. He, as it turns out, is not in the least impressed. He called you an interfering lunatic.”


“I’m sorry, Major Kohler. I –”


“It’s no use being sorry, Lieutenant, and well you know it.” Major Kohler turned to go, then paused. “Look for the source of your mud around the rebuilding operations at the north end of the stables, Lieutenant. You may find the men are disposing of the spoil down the conduits there.”


This was a not implausible suggestion. And it would give Lieutenant Mandaraks’ over-inquisitive mind something to work on for the next few hours. Major Kohler saw now that the situation was worse than he had at first imagined. If river water was finding its way under the Palace in sufficient quantities to bring mud with it, then it could only be doing so via one of the main sewers. And if there was enough mud to leave a deposit even in one of the open overflow conduits, then the deposits being left in the sewer itself must already be of dangerous proportions. Yet in spite of all this, the Engineer Colonel was expecting a negative follow-up report. Kohler suspected that general reality had long ago ceased to have any significance to the Engineer Colonel. The only reality that concerned him was his coming retirement and the smooth passage to it that he felt he deserved. The man who attempted to deny him this smooth passage committed something very near to treason.


Major Kohler drove thoughtfully back to the vehicle pool. The noise of his machine rebounded harshly between the cliff-like buildings on either side of the narrow cobbled streets. There was seldom room for two vehicles to pass, even along the routes that had originally been laid out for ceremonial and religious purposes, and for this reason a complicated one-way traffic system had been devised. This gave any journey within the Palace walls something of the quality of a children’s maze, being designed apparently to cause the utmost frustration. In addition to this there was the foot traffic – always in a hurry in the cold weather – to contend with. So that by the time Major Kohler coasted in under the intricately moulded archway to the Palace garage he had plenty of time to decide what he should do next.


On Monday afternoons it was the Engineer Colonel’s duty to attend the office of the Minister of State Building, both to report on the previous week and to receive his orders for the week to come. If the business of the meeting could be finished quickly – as was usually the case – the Minister would then invite the Engineer Colonel to stay for a short drink. This drink had been known to last until five in the afternoon, for the Minister was a compulsive raconteur and the Engineer Colonel – so near to his pension – made a dutiful listener.


If Major Kohler could dare to intrude upon this tete-a-tete at some little time after three – offering the urgency of the situation as excuse for this break with protocol – he would gain a threefold advantage. First, in the presence of the Minister the Engineer Colonel could hardly give full vent to his rage at Major Kohler’s report not being of the reassuring nature he had specifically ordered. Second, the Minister’s impression of Major Kohler and of Major Kohler’s zeal would be extremely favourable. And third, by delivering a verbal report to the ear of the Minister himself, Major Kohler made sure both that the information did not get blocked by the Engineer Colonel as being inconvenient, and also that he achieved his purpose without actually putting anything in writing – which was always a tactical error.


Accordingly Major Kohler sought for a way of keeping out of the way until the Engineer Colonel was safely in conference with the Minister of State Building. He thought at once of Lieutenant Dzek with his working party down on the bank of the river.


During the short hours of winter daylight all outside working parties went without their lunch breaks. As they were dismissed from duty as soon as darkness fell, which was at times as early as three o’clock, this was in fact only a small hardship. Nevertheless, Major Kohler felt sure that Lieutenant Dzek would be grateful if he were taken a flask of hot soup, and would be even more grateful if the soup bearer stayed with him under the shadow of the eastern wall for an hour or so, easing the tedium of the afternoon with conversation about the Imperialist threat and the role of their country as mediator between East and West. This decided, Major Kohler quickly took two flasks and went unobtrusively to the side door of the Officers’ Mess kitchens.

OEBPS/images/9780575118003.jpg
%EWAY

CO[I\)II'PGI"ON
THE
PALACE

‘COMPTON IS ONE OF
THE FINEST!’
THEODORE STURGEON





OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg
«@-EWAY





