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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.










  PROLOGUE


  In one of the outlying spiral arms of the Milky Way Galaxy, an inconspicuous, solitary yellow star slowly orbits the galactic centre thirty

  thousand light-years away. This stable star, the Sun, takes 225 million years to complete one revolution in its galactic orbit. The last time the Sun was in its present position, giant reptiles of

  fearsome power had just begun to establish their dominion on the Earth, a small blue planet that is one of the satellites of the Sun.


  Among the planets and other bodies in the family of the Sun, it is only on this Earth that any complex, enduring life has ever developed. Only on this special world did chemicals evolve into

  consciousness and then ask, as they began to understand the wonders and dimensions of the universe, if miracles similar to the ones that had produced them had indeed occurred elsewhere.


  After all, these sentient Earthlings argued, there are a hundred billion stars in our galaxy alone. We are fairly certain that at least 20 per cent of these stars have orbiting planets, and that

  a small but significant number of these planets have had, at some time in their history, atmospheric and thermal conditions conducive to the formation of amino acids and other organic chemicals

  that are the sine qua non for any biology we can reasonably hypothesise. At least once in history, here on Earth, these amino acids discovered self-replication, and the evolutionary miracle

  that eventually produced human beings was set into motion. How can we presume that this sequence occurred only that single time in all history? The heavier atoms necessary to create us have been

  forged in the stellar cataclysms exploding across this universe for billions of years. Is it likely that only here, in this one place, these atoms have concatenated into special molecules and

  evolved into an intelligent being capable of asking the question, ‘Are we alone?’


  The humans on Earth began their search for cosmic companions first by building telescopes with which they could see their immediate planetary neighbours. Later, when their technology had

  developed to a higher level, sophisticated robotic spacecraft were sent to examine these other planets and to ascertain whether or not there were any signs of biology. These explorations proved

  that no intelligent life has ever existed on any other body in our solar system. If there is anyone out there, the human scientists concluded, any peer species with whom we might eventually

  communicate, they must be found beyond the void that separates our solar system from all the other stars.


  At the end of the twentieth century in the human time system, the great antennae of the Earth began to search the sky for coherent signals, to determine if perhaps some other intelligence might

  be sending us a radio message. For over a hundred years the search continued, intensifying during the halcyon days of international science in the early twenty-first century, and then diminishing

  later, in the final decades of the century, after the fourth separate set of systematic listening techniques still failed to locate any alien signals.


  By 2130, when the strange cylindrical object was first identified hurtling towards our solar system from the reaches of interstellar space, most thoughtful humans had decided that life must be

  scarce in the universe and that intelligence, if indeed it existed anywhere except on Earth, was exceedingly rare. How else, the scientists contended, can we possibly explain the lack of positive

  results from all our careful extraterrestrial search efforts of the last century?


  The Earth was therefore stunned when, upon closer inspection, the object entering our solar system in 2130 was identified unambiguously as an artefact of alien origin. Here was undeniable proof

  that advanced intelligence existed, or at least had existed at some prior epoch, in another part of the universe. When an ongoing space mission was diverted to rendezvous with the drab

  cylindrical behemoth, which turned out to have dimensions greater than the largest cities on Earth, the investigating cosmonauts found mystery after mystery. But they were unable to answer the most

  fundamental questions about the enigmatic alien spacecraft. The intruder from the stars provided no definitive clues about its origin or purpose.


  That first group of human explorers not only catalogued the wonders of Rama (the name chosen for the gigantic cylindrical object before it was known to be an extraterrestrial artefact), but

  also explored and mapped its interior. After the exploration team left Rama and the alien spaceship dived around the Sun, departing from the solar system at hyperbolic velocity, scientists

  thoroughly analysed all the data that had been gathered during the mission. Everyone acknowledged that the human visitors to Rama had never encountered the actual creators of the mysterious

  spacecraft. However, the careful postflight analysis did reveal one inescapable principle of Raman redundancy engineering. Every critical system and subsystem in the vehicle had two back-ups. The

  Ramans designed everything in threes. The scientists considered it very likely that two more similar spacecraft would soon follow.


  The years immediately after the visit from Rama I in 2130 were full of expectation on the Earth. Scholars and politicians alike proclaimed that a new era in human history had begun. The

  International Space Agency (ISA), working with the Council of Governments (COG), developed careful procedures for handling the next visit from the Ramans. All telescopes were trained on the

  heavens, competing with each other for the acclaim that would come to the individual or observatory who first located the next Rama spacecraft. But there were no additional sightings.


  In the second half of the 2130s an economic boom, fuelled partially during its last stages by worldwide reactions to Rama, came to an abrupt halt. The world was plunged into the deepest

  depression in its history, known as the Great Chaos, which was accompanied by widespread anarchy and destitution. Virtually all scientific research activity was abandoned during this sorrowful era,

  and after several decades in which they were forced to address more mundane problems, people on the Earth had nearly forgotten the unexplained visitor from the stars.


  In 2200 a second cylindrical intruder arrived in the solar system. The citizens of Earth dusted off the old procedures that had been developed after the first Rama had departed, and prepared to

  rendezvous with Rama II. A crew of twelve was chosen for the mission. Soon after the rendezvous, the dozen reported that the second Rama spacecraft was nearly identical to its predecessor. The

  humans encountered new mysteries and wonders, including some alien beings, but were still unable to answer questions about the origin and purpose of Rama.


  Three strange deaths among the crew created great concern back on the Earth, where all aspects of the historic mission were followed on television. When the giant cylinder underwent a midcourse

  manoeuvre that placed it on a trajectory that would impact the Earth, this concern changed to alarm and fear. The leaders of the world reluctantly concluded that, in the absence of any other

  information, they had no choice except to assume that Rama II was hostile. They could not allow the alien spacecraft to impact the Earth, or to come close enough that it might deploy any advanced

  weapons it might possess. A decision was made to destroy Rama II while it was still a safe distance away.


  The exploration crew was ordered home, but three of its members, two men and a woman, were still on board Rama II when the alien spaceship avoided a nuclear phalanx launched from the Earth. Rama

  manoeuvred away from the hostile Earth and departed at high speed from the solar system, carrying both its intact secrets and the three human passengers.


  It took thirteen years at relativistic velocities for Rama II to travel from the neighbourhood of Earth to its destination, a huge engineering complex called The Node that was located in a

  distant orbit around the star Sirius. The three humans on board the giant cylinder added five children and grew into a family. As they investigated the marvels of their home in space, the family

  again encountered the extraterrestrial species they had met earlier. However, by the time they reached The Node, the humans had already convinced themselves that these other aliens were, like them,

  only passengers in Rama.


  The human family remained at The Node for slightly more than a year. During this time the Rama spacecraft was refurbished and outfitted for its third and final journey to the solar system. The

  family learned from The Eagle, a non-biological creation of the Nodal Intelligence, that the purpose of the Rama series of spacecraft was to acquire and catalogue as much information as possible

  about spacefarers in the galaxy. The Eagle, who had the head, beak, and eyes of an eagle plus the body of a human, also informed them that the final Rama spacecraft, Rama III, would contain a

  carefully designed Earth habitat that could accommodate two thousand people.


  A video was transmitted from The Node to the Earth announcing the imminent return of the third Rama spaceship. This video explained that an advanced extraterrestrial species wished to observe

  and study human activity over an extended period of time and requested that two thousand representative humans be sent to rendezvous with Rama III in orbit around Mars.


  Rama III made the voyage from Sirius back to the solar system at a velocity more than half the speed of light. Inside the spacecraft, sleeping in special berths, were most of the human family

  who had been at The Node. In Mars orbit this family greeted the other humans from Earth and the pristine habitat inside Rama was quickly settled. The resultant colony, which was called New Eden,

  was completely enclosed and separated from the rest of the alien spacecraft by thick walls.


  Almost immediately Rama III accelerated again to relativistic velocities, blasting out of the solar system in the direction of the yellow star Tau Ceti. Three years passed without any outside

  interference in human affairs. The citizens of New Eden became so involved with their everyday lives that they paid scant attention to the universe outside their settlement.


  When a set of crises stressed the fledgling democracy in the paradise that had been created for the humans by the Ramans, an opportunistic tycoon seized power in the colony and began to

  ruthlessly suppress all opposition. One of the original Rama II explorers fled from New Eden at this time, eventually making contact with a symbiotic pair of alien species living in the adjacent

  enclosed habitat. His wife remained in the human colony and tried unsuccessfully to be a conscience for the community. She was imprisoned after a few months, convicted of treason, and eventually

  scheduled for execution.


  As the environmental and living conditions inside New Eden continued to deteriorate, human troops invaded the adjacent living area in the Northern Hemicylinder of Rama and engaged in a war of

  annihilation against the symbiotic pair of alien species. Meanwhile, the mysterious Ramans, known only through the genius of their engineering creations, continued their detailed observation from

  afar, aware that it was only a matter of time until the humans came into contact with the advanced species inhabiting the region to the south of the Cylindrical Sea . . .
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  ‘Nicole.’


  At first the soft, mechanical voice seemed to be part of her dream. But when she heard her name repeated, slightly louder, Nicole awakened with a start.


  A wave of intense fear swept through her. They have come for me, Nicole thought immediately. It is morning. I am going to die in a few hours.


  She took a slow, deep breath and tried to quell her mounting panic. A few seconds later Nicole opened her eyes. It was completely dark in her cell. Puzzled, Nicole looked around for the person

  who had called her.


  ‘We are here, on your cot, beside your right ear,’ the voice said very softly. ‘Richard sent us to help you escape . . . but we must move quickly.’


  For an instant Nicole thought that perhaps she was still dreaming. Then she heard a second voice, very similar to the first but nevertheless distinct. ‘Roll over on your right side and we

  will illuminate ourselves.’


  Nicole rolled over. Standing on the cot next to her head she saw two tiny figures, no more than eight or ten centimetres high, each in the shape of a woman. They were glowing momentarily from

  some internal light source. One had short hair and was dressed in the armour of a fifteenth century European knight. The second figure was wearing both a crown upon her head and the full, pleated

  dress of a medieval queen.


  ‘I am Joan of Arc,’ the first figure said.


  ‘And I am Eleanor of Aquitaine.’


  Nicole laughed nervously and stared in astonishment at the two figures. Several seconds later, when the robots’ internal lights were extinguished, Nicole had finally composed herself

  enough to speak. ‘So Richard sent you to help me escape?’ she said in a whisper. ‘Just how do you propose to do that?’


  ‘We’ve already sabotaged the monitoring system,’ tiny Joan said proudly. ‘And reprogrammed a Garcia biot . . . It should be here in a few minutes to let you

  out.’


  ‘We have a nominal escape plan, along with several contingencies,’ Eleanor added. ‘Richard has been working on it for months – ever since he finished making

  us.’


  Nicole laughed again. She was still absolutely stunned. ‘Really?’ she said. ‘And may I ask just where my genius of a husband is at this moment?’


  ‘Richard is in your old lair underneath New York,’ Joan replied. ‘He said to tell you that nothing has changed there. He is following our progress with a navigation beacon . .

  . Incidentally, Richard sends his love. He hasn’t forgotten . . .’


  ‘Be still for a moment, please,’ Eleanor interrupted as Nicole automatically scratched at the tickling sensation behind her right ear. ‘I’m deploying your personal beacon

  right now, and it’s very heavy for me.’


  Moments later Nicole touched the tiny instrument package next to her ear and shook her head. ‘And can he hear us also?’ she asked.


  ‘Richard decided we couldn’t risk voice transmissions,’ Eleanor answered. ‘They could be too easily intercepted by Nakamura . . . However, he will be monitoring our

  physical location.’


  ‘You may get up now,’ Joan said, ‘and put on your clothes. We want to be ready when the Garcia arrives.’


  Will wonders never cease? Nicole thought while she was washing her face in the dark in the primitive basin. For a few brief seconds Nicole imagined that the two robots might be part of a

  clever New Eden government plot and that she was going to be killed trying to escape. Impossible, she told herself a few moments later. Even if one of Nakamura’s minions could

  create robots like these, only Richard would know enough about me to make a Joan of Arc and an Eleanor of Aquitaine . . . anyway, what difference does it make if I’m killed while trying to

  escape? My electrocution is scheduled for eight o’clock this morning.


  There was the sound of a biot approaching outside her cell. Nicole tensed, still not completely convinced that her two tiny friends were indeed telling her the truth. ‘Sit back down on the

  cot,’ she heard Joan say behind her, ‘so Eleanor and I can climb into your pockets.’ Nicole felt the two robots scrambling up the front of her shirt. She smiled. You are

  amazing, Richard, she thought. And I’m ecstatic that you are still alive.


  The Garcia biot was carrying a flashlight. It strode into Nicole’s cell with an air of authority. ‘Come with me, Mrs Wakefield,’ it said in a loud voice. ‘I have orders

  to move you to the preparations room.’


  Again Nicole was frightened. The biot certainly wasn’t acting friendly. What if . . . But she had very little time to think. The Garcia led Nicole through the corridor outside her

  cell at a rapid pace. Twenty metres later, they passed both the regular set of biot guards and a human commanding officer, a young man Nicole had never seen before. ‘Wait,’ the man

  yelled from behind them just as Nicole and the Garcia were about to climb the stairs. Nicole froze.


  ‘You forgot to sign the transfer papers,’ the man said, holding out a document to the Garcia. ‘Certainly,’ the biot replied, entering its identification number on the

  papers with a flourish. After less than a minute Nicole was outside the large house where she had been imprisoned for months. She took a deep breath of the fresh air and started to follow the

  Garcia down a path towards Central City.


  ‘No,’ Nicole heard Eleanor call from her pocket. ‘We’re not going with the biot. Go west. Toward that windmill with the light on top. And you must run. We must arrive at

  Max Puckett’s before dawn.’


  Her prison was almost five kilometres from Max’s farm. Nicole jogged down the small road at a steady pace, urged on periodically by one of the two robots, who were

  keeping careful track of the time. It was not long until dawn. Unlike on the Earth, where the transition from night to day was gradual, in New Eden dawn was a sudden, discontinuous event. One

  moment it would be dark and then, in the next instant, the artificial sun would ignite and begin its mini-arc across the ceiling of the colony habitat.


  ‘Twelve more minutes until light,’ Joan said, as Nicole reached the bicycle path that led the final two hundred metres to the Puckett farmhouse. Nicole was nearly exhausted, but she

  kept running. Two separate times during her run across the farmland she had felt a dull ache in her chest. I am definitely out of shape, she thought, chastising herself for not having

  exercised regularly in her prison cell. As well as approximately sixty years old.


  The farmhouse was dark. Nicole stopped on the porch, catching her breath, and the door opened a few seconds later. ‘I have been waiting for you,’ Max said, his earnest expression

  underscoring the seriousness of the situation. He gave Nicole a quick hug. ‘Follow me,’ he said, moving quickly off toward the barn.


  ‘There have been no police cars yet on the road,’ Max said when they were inside the barn. ‘They probably have not yet discovered that you’re gone. But it’s only a

  matter of minutes now.’


  The chickens were all kept on the far side of the barn. The hens had a separate enclosure, sealed off from the roosters and the rest of the building. When Max and Nicole entered the henhouse,

  there was a huge commotion. Animals scurried in all directions, clucking and squawking and beating their wings. The stench in the henhouse nearly overpowered Nicole.


  Max smiled. ‘I guess I forget how bad chicken shit smells to everyone else,’ he said, ‘I’ve grown so used to it myself.’ He slapped Nicole lightly on the back.

  ‘Anyway, it’s another level of protection for you, and I don’t think you’ll be able to smell the shit from your hideout.’


  Max walked over to a corner of the henhouse, chased several hens out of the way, and bent down on his knees. ‘When those weird little robots of Richard’s first appeared,’ he

  said, pushing aside hay and chicken feed, ‘I couldn’t decide where I should build your hideout. Then I thought about this place.’ Max pulled up a couple of boards to expose a

  rectangular hole in the floor of the barn. ‘I sure as hell hope I was right.’


  He motioned for Nicole to follow him and then crawled into the hole. They were both on their hands and knees in the dirt. The passageway, which ran parallel to the floor for a few metres and

  then turned downward at a steep angle, was extremely cramped. Nicole kept bumping up against Max in front of her and the dirt walls and ceiling all around her. The only light was the small

  flashlight that Max was carrying in his right hand. After fifteen metres the small tunnel opened into a dark room. Max stepped carefully down a rope ladder and then turned to help Nicole descend. A

  few seconds later they both walked into the centre of the room, where Max reached up and switched on a solitary electric light.


  ‘It’s not a palace,’ he said as Nicole glanced around, ‘but I suspect it’s a damn sight better than that prison of yours.’


  The room contained a bed, a chair, two shelves full of food, another shelf with electronic bookdiscs, a few clothes hanging in an open closet, basic toiletries, a large drum of water that must

  have barely fitted through the passageway, and a deep, square latrine in the far corner.


  ‘Did you do all this yourself?’ Nicole asked.


  ‘Yep,’ Max replied. ‘At night . . . during the last several weeks. I didn’t dare ask anybody to help.’


  Nicole was touched. ‘How can I ever thank you?’ she said.


  ‘Don’t get caught.’ Max grinned. ‘I don’t want to die any more than you do . . . Oh, by the way,’ he added, handing Nicole an electronic reader into which she

  could place the bookdiscs, ‘I hope the reading material is all right. Manuals on raising pigs and chickens are not the same as your father’s novels, but I didn’t want to attract

  too much attention by going to the bookstore.’


  Nicole crossed the room and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Max,’ she said lightly, ‘you are such a dear friend. I can’t imagine how you . . .’


  ‘It’s dawn outside now,’ Joan of Arc interrupted from Nicole’s pocket. ‘According to our timeline, we are behind schedule. Mr Puckett, we must inspect our egress

  route before you leave us.’


  ‘Shit,’ said Max. ‘Here I go again, taking orders from a robot no longer than a cigarette.’ He lifted Joan and Eleanor out of Nicole’s pockets and placed them on

  the top shelf behind a can of peas. ‘Do you see that little door?’ he said. ‘There’s a pipe on the other side. It comes out just beyond the pig trough . . . Why don’t

  you check it out?’


  During the minute or two that the robots were gone, Max explained the situation to Nicole. ‘The police will be searching everywhere for you,’ he said. ‘Particularly here, since

  they know that I am a friend of the family. So I’m going to seal the entrance to your hideout. You should have everything you need to last for at least several weeks.


  ‘The robots can come and go freely, unless they are eaten by the pigs,’ Max continued with a laugh. ‘They will be your only contact with the outside world. They’ll let

  you know when it’s time to move to the second phase of our escape plan.’


  ‘So I won’t see you again?’ Nicole asked.


  ‘Not for at least a few weeks,’ Max answered. ‘It’s too dangerous . . . One more thing: if there are police on the premises, I will cut off your power. That will be your

  signal to stay especially quiet.’


  Eleanor of Aquitaine had returned and was standing on the shelf next to the can of peas. ‘Our egress route is excellent,’ she announced. ‘Joan has departed for a few days. She

  intends to leave the habitat and communicate with Richard.’


  ‘Now I must leave also,’ Max said to Nicole. He was silent for a few seconds. ‘But not before I tell you one thing, my lady friend . . . As you probably know, I have been a

  fucking cynic all my life. There are not very many people who impress me. But you have convinced me that maybe some of us are superior to chickens and pigs.’ Max smiled. ‘Not many of

  us,’ he added quickly, ‘but at least some.’


  ‘Thank you, Max,’ Nicole said.


  Max walked over to the ladder. He turned around and waved before he began his climb.


  Nicole sat down in the chair and took a deep breath. From the sounds in the direction of the tunnel, she surmised correctly that Max was sealing the entrance to her hideout by

  placing the big bags of chicken feed directly over the hole.


  So what happens now? Nicole asked herself. She realised that she had thought about very little except her approaching death during the five days since the conclusion of her trial. Without

  the fear of her imminent execution to structure her thought patterns, Nicole was able to let her mind drift freely.


  She thought first of Richard, her husband and partner, from whom she had been separated now for almost two years. Nicole recalled vividly their last evening together, a horrible Walpurgisnacht

  of murder and destruction that had begun on a hopeful note with her daughter Ellie’s marriage to Dr Robert Turner. Richard was certain that we were also marked for death, she

  remembered. And he was probably right . . . because he escaped, they made him the enemy and left me alone for a while,


  I thought you were dead, Richard, Nicole thought. I should have had more faith . . . But how in the world did you end up in New York again?


  As she sat in the only chair in the underground room, her heart ached for the company of her husband. A montage of memories paraded through her mind. She first saw herself again in the avian

  lair in Rama II, years and years earlier, temporarily a captive of the strange birdlike creatures whose language was jabbers and shrieks. It had been Richard who had found her there. He had risked

  his own life to return to New York to determine if Nicole was still alive. If Richard had not come, Nicole would have been marooned on the island of New York for ever.


  Richard and Nicole had become lovers during the time that they were struggling to figure out how to cross the Cylindrical Sea and return to their cosmonaut colleagues from the Newton spacecraft.

  Nicole was both surprised and amused by the strong stirrings inside her caused by her recollection of their early days of love. We survived the nuclear missile attack together. We even

  survived my wrongheaded attempt to produce genetic variation in our offspring by sleeping with another man.


  Nicole winced at the memory of her own naïvety so many years before. You forgave me, Richard, which could not have been easy for you. And then we grew even closer at The Node during our

  design sessions with The Eagle.


  What was The Eagle really? Nicole mused, shifting her train of thought. And who or what created him? In her mind was a vivid picture of the bizarre creature who had been their only

  contact while they had stayed at The Node during the refurbishing of the Rama spaceship. The alien being, who had had the face of an eagle and a body similar to a man’s, had informed them

  that he was an advancement in artificial intelligence designed especially as a companion for humans. His eyes were incredible, almost mystical, Nicole remembered. And they were as intense

  as Omeh’s.


  Her great-grandfather Omeh had worn the green robe of the tribal shaman of the Senoufo when he had come to see Nicole in Rome two weeks before the launch of the Newton spacecraft. Nicole had met

  Omeh twice before, both times in her mother’s native village in the Ivory Coast: once during the Poro ceremony when Nicole was seven, and then again three years later at her mother’s

  funeral. During those brief encounters Omeh had started preparing Nicole for what the old shaman had assured her would be an extraordinary life. It had been Omeh who had insisted that Nicole was

  indeed the woman who the Senoufo chronicles had predicted would scatter their tribal seed ‘even to the stars.’


  Omeh, The Eagle, even Richard, Nicole thought. Quite a group, to say the least. The face of Henry, Prince of Wales, joined the other three men and Nicole remembered for a moment

  the powerful passion of their brief love affair in the days immediately after she had won her Olympic gold medal. She recalled sharply the pain of rejection. But without Henry, she reminded

  herself, there would not have been a Genevieve. While Nicole was remembering the love she had shared with her daughter on Earth, she glanced across the room at the shelf containing the

  electronic bookdiscs. Suddenly distracted, she crossed to the shelf and started reading titles. Sure enough, Max had left her some manuals on raising pigs and chickens. But that was not all. It

  looked as if he had given Nicole his entire private library.


  Nicole smiled as she pulled out a book of fairy tales and inserted it into her reader. She flipped through the pages and stopped at the story of Sleeping Beauty. The phrase ‘and they lived

  happily ever after’ summoned another vivid memory, this one of herself as a small child, maybe six or seven, sitting on her father’s lap in their house in the Parisian suburb of

  Chilly-Mazarin.


  I longed as a little girl to be a princess and live happily ever after, she thought. There was no way I could have known then that my life would make even the fairy tales seem

  ordinary.


  Nicole replaced the bookdisc on the shelf and returned to her chair. And now, she thought, idly surveying the room, when I thought this incredible life was over, I seem to have been

  given at least a few more days.


  She thought again of Richard and her intense longing to see him returned. We have shared much, my Richard. I hope I can again feel your touch, hear your laughter, and see your face. But if

  not, I will try not to complain. My life has already seen its share of miracles.
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  Eleanor Wakefield Turner arrived at the large auditorium in Central City at seven-thirty in the morning. Although the execution was not scheduled

  to take place until eight o’clock, there were already about thirty people in the front seats, some talking, most just sitting quietly. A television crew wandered around the electric chair on

  the stage. The execution was being broadcast live, but the policemen in the auditorium were nevertheless expecting a full house, for the government had encouraged the citizens of New Eden to

  witness personally the death of their former governor.


  Ellie had argued with her husband the night before. ‘Spare yourself this pain, Ellie,’ Robert had said, when she had told him that she intended to attend the execution. ‘Seeing

  your mother one last time cannot be worth the horror of watching her die.’


  But Ellie had known something that Robert did not know. As she took her seat in the auditorium, Ellie tried to control the powerful feelings inside her. There can be nothing on my face,

  she told herself, and nothing in my body language. Not the slightest hint. Nobody must suspect that I know anything about the escape. Several pairs of eyes suddenly turned around to look at

  her. Ellie felt her heart skip before she realised that someone had recognised her and that it was completely natural for the curious to stare at her.


  Ellie had first encountered her father’s little robots Joan of Arc and Eleanor of Aquitaine only six weeks before, when she was outside of the main habitat, over in the quarantine village

  of Avalon helping her physician husband Robert take care of the patients who were doomed by the RV-41 retrovirus inside their bodies. Ellie had just finished a pleasant and encouraging late-evening

  visit with her friend and former teacher Eponine. She had left Eponine’s room and was walking along a dirt lane, expecting to see Robert at any moment. All of a sudden she had heard two

  strange voices calling her name. Ellie had searched the area around her before finally locating the pair of tiny figures on the roof of a nearby building.


  After crossing the lane so that she could see and hear the robots better, the stunned Ellie had been informed by Joan and Eleanor that her father Richard was still alive. It had taken her a few

  moments to recover from the shock. Then Ellie had begun to question the robots. She had become quickly convinced that Joan and Eleanor were telling the truth; however, before Ellie had ascertained

  why her father had sent the robots to her, she had seen her husband approaching in the distance. The figures on the rooftop had then told her hurriedly that they would return soon. They had also

  cautioned Ellie not to tell anyone of their existence, not even Robert, at least not yet,


  Ellie had been overjoyed that her father was still alive. It had been almost impossible for her to keep the news a secret, even though she was well aware of the political significance of her

  information. When, almost two weeks later, Ellie had been again confronted in Avalon by the little robots, she had been ready with a torrent of questions. However, on that occasion Joan and Eleanor

  had been programmed to discuss another subject – a possible forthcoming attempt to break Nicole out of prison. The robots told Ellie during this second meeting that Richard acknowledged such

  an escape would be a dangerous endeavour. ‘We would never attempt it,’ the robot Joan said, ‘unless your mother’s execution were absolutely certain. But if we are not

  prepared ahead of time, there can be no possibility of a last-minute escape.’


  ‘What can I do to help?’ Ellie had asked.


  Joan and Eleanor had handed her a sheet of paper, on which there was a list of items including food, water, and clothing. Ellie had trembled when she recognised her father’s

  handwriting.


  ‘Cache these things at the following location,’ the robot Eleanor had said, handing Ellie a map. ‘No later than ten days from now.’ A moment later another colonist had

  come into sight and the two robots had vanished.


  Enclosed inside the map had been a short note from her father. ‘Dearest Ellie,’ it had said, ‘I apologise for the brevity. I am safe and healthy, but deeply concerned about

  your mother. Please, please gather up these items and take them to the indicated spot in the Central Plain. If you cannot accomplish the task by yourself, please limit your support to a single

  person. And make certain that whoever you pick is as loyal and dedicated to Nicole as we are. I love you.’


  Ellie had quickly determined that she would need help. But whom should she select as an accomplice? Her husband Robert was a bad choice for two reasons. First, he had already shown that his

  dedication to his patients and the New Eden hospital was a higher priority in his mind than taking a political stand. Second, anyone caught helping Nicole escape would certainly be executed. If

  Ellie were to involve Robert in the escape plan, then their daughter Nicole might be left without both her parents.


  What about Nai Watanabe? There was no question about her loyalty, but Nai was a single parent with twin four-year-old sons. It was not fair to ask her to take the chance. That left Eponine as

  the only reasonable choice. Any worries that Ellie might have had about her afflicted friend had been quickly dispelled. ‘Of course I’ll help you,’ Eponine had replied

  immediately. ‘I have nothing to lose. According to your husband, this RV-41 is going to kill me in another year or two anyway.’


  Eponine and Ellie had clandestinely gathered the required items, one at a time, over a period of a week. They had wrapped them securely in a small sheet that was hidden in the corner of

  Eponine’s normally cluttered room in Avalon. On the appointed day, Ellie had signed out of New Eden and walked across to Avalon, ostensibly to ‘monitor carefully’ a full twelve

  hours of Eponine’s biometry data. Actually, explaining to Robert why she wanted to spend the night with Eponine had been much more difficult than convincing the single human guard and the

  Garcia biot at the habitat exit of the legitimacy of her need for an overnight pass.


  Just after midnight Ellie and Eponine had picked up their sheet and crept cautiously into the streets of Avalon. Being very careful to avoid the roving biots that Nakamura’s police used to

  patrol the small outside village at night, the two women had sneaked through the outskirts of the town and into the Central Plain. They had then hiked for several kilometres and deposited the cache

  in the designated location. A Tiasso biot had confronted them outside Eponine’s room upon their return and had asked what they were doing wandering around at such an absurd hour.


  ‘This woman has RV-41,’ Ellie had said quickly, sensing the panic in her friend. ‘She is one of my husband’s patients. She was in extreme pain and could not sleep, so we

  thought that an early morning walk might help . . . Now, if you’ll excuse us . . .’


  The Tiasso had let them pass. Ellie and Eponine had been so frightened that neither of them had spoken for ten minutes.


  Ellie had not seen the robots again. She had no idea whether or not an actual escape had been attempted. As the time for her mother’s execution now drew near and the auditorium seats

  around her began to fill, Ellie’s heart was pounding furiously. What if nothing has happened? She thought. What if Mother is really going to die in twenty more minutes?


  Ellie glanced up at the stage. A two-metre stack of electronics, metallic grey, stood next to the large chair. The only other object on the stage was a digital clock that currently read 0742.

  Ellie stared at the chair. Hanging from the top was a hood that would fit over the victim’s head. Ellie shuddered and fought against nausea. How barbaric, she thought. How could any

  species that considers itself advanced tolerate this kind of gruesome spectacle?


  Her mind had just cleared away the execution images when there was a tap on her shoulder. Ellie turned around. A large, frowning policeman was leaning across the aisle in her direction.

  ‘Are you Eleanor Wakefield Turner?’ he asked,


  Ellie was so frightened she could barely respond. She nodded her head. ‘Will you come with me, please?’ he said. ‘I need to ask you a couple of questions.’


  Ellie’s legs were shaking as she edged by three people in her row and entered the aisle. Something’s gone wrong, she thought. The escape has been foiled. They‘ve

  found the cache and somehow know that I’m involved.


  The policeman took her to a small conference room on the side of the auditorium. ‘I’m Captain Franz Bauer, Mrs Turner,’ he said. ‘It is my job to dispose of your

  mother’s body after she has been executed. We have, of course, arranged for the customary cremation with the undertaker. However,’ At this point Captain Bauer stopped, as if he were

  carefully selecting his words, ‘in view of the past services that your mother has rendered for the colony, I thought perhaps that you, or some member of your family, might like to take care

  of the final procedures.’


  ‘Yes, of course, Captain Bauer,’ Ellie replied, weak with relief. ‘Certainly. Thank you very much,’ she added quickly.


  ‘That will be all, Mrs Turner,’ the policeman said. ’You may now return to the auditorium.’


  Ellie stood up and discovered that she was still shaky.


  She put one hand on the table in the middle of the room. ‘Sir?’ she said to Captain Bauer.


  ‘Yes?’ he replied.


  ‘Would it be possible for me to see my mother alone, just for an instant, before . . . ?’


  The policeman studied Ellie at length. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said, ‘but I will ask on your behalf.’


  ‘Thank you very . . .’


  Ellie was interrupted by the ring of the telephone. She delayed her departure from the conference room long enough to see the shocked expression on Captain Bauer’s face. ‘Are you

  absolutely certain?’ she heard him say as she left the room.


  The crowd was growing restive. The big digital clock on the stage read 0836. ‘Come on, come on,’ the man behind Ellie grumbled. ‘Let’s get on with

  it.’


  Mother has escaped. I know it, Ellie said to herself joyfully. Ellie forced herself to stay calm. That’s why everything here is so confused.


  Captain Bauer had informed everyone at five minutes past eight that the ‘activities’ would be delayed ‘a few minutes,’ but in the last half-hour there had been no

  additional announcements. In the row in front of Ellie, a wild rumour was circulating that the extraterrestrials had rescued Nicole from her cell.


  Some of the people had already started to leave when Governor Macmillan walked onto the stage. He looked harried and upset, but he broke quickly into his official open smile when he began

  addressing the crowd.


  ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, ‘the execution of Nicole des Jardins Wakefield has been postponed. The government has discovered some small irregularities in the paperwork

  associated with her case – nothing really important, of course – but we felt these issues should be cleared up first, so that there can be no question of any impropriety. The execution

  will be rescheduled in the near future. All the citizens of New Eden will be informed of the details.’


  Ellie sat in her seat until the auditorium was nearly empty. She half expected to be detained by the police when she tried to leave, but nobody stopped her. Once outside, it was difficult for

  her not to scream with joy. Mother, Mother, Ellie thought, tears finding their way into her eyes, I am so happy for you.


  She suddenly noticed that several people were looking at her. Uh-oh, Ellie thought. Am I giving myself away? She met the other eyes with a polite smile. Now, Ellie, comes your

  greatest challenge. You cannot under any circumstances behave as if you are not surprised.


  As usual, Robert, Ellie, and little Nicole stopped in Avalon to visit with Nai Watanabe and the twins after completing their weekly calls on the seventy-seven remaining RV-41

  sufferers. It was just before dinner. Both Galileo and Kepler were playing in the dirt street in front of the ramshackle house. When the Turners arrived, the two little boys were involved in an

  argument.


  ‘She is too,’ the four-year-old Galileo said heatedly.


  ‘Is not,’ Kepler replied with much less passion.


  Ellie bent down beside the twins. ‘Boys, boys,’ she said in a friendly voice. ‘What are you fighting about?’


  ‘Oh, hi, Mrs Turner,’ Kepler answered with an embarrassed smile. ‘It’s really nothing. Galileo and I . . .’


  ‘I say that Governor Wakefield is already dead,’ Galileo interrupted forcefully. ‘One of the boys at the centre told me, and he should know. His daddy is a

  policeman.’


  For a moment Ellie was taken aback. Then she realised that the twins had not made the connection between Nicole and her. ‘Do you remember that Governor Wakefield is my mother, and little

  Nicole’s grandmother?’ Ellie said softly. ‘You and Kepler met her several times before she went to prison.’


  Galileo wrinkled his brow and then shook his head.


  ‘I remember her . . . I think,’ Kepler said solemnly. ‘Is she dead, Mrs Turner?’ the ingenuous youngster then added after a brief pause.


  ‘We don’t know for certain, but we hope not,’ Ellie replied. She had almost slipped. It would have been so easy to tell these children. But it would only take one mistake.

  There was probably a biot within earshot.


  As Ellie picked up Kepler and gave him a hug, she remembered her chance encounter with Max Puckett at the electronic supermarket three days earlier, in the middle of their ordinary conversation,

  Max had suddenly said, ‘Oh, by the way, Joan and Eleanor are fine and asked me to give you their regards.’


  Ellie had become excited, and had asked a leading question about the two little robots. Max had ignored it completely. A few seconds later, just as Ellie was about to say something else, the

  Garcia biot who was in charge of the market had suddenly appeared beside them.


  ‘Hello, Ellie. Hello, Robert,’ Nai said now from the doorway of her house. She extended her arms and took Nicole from her father. ‘And how are you, my little beauty? I

  haven’t seen you since your birthday party last week.’


  The adults went inside the house. After Nai checked to ensure that there were no spy biots in the area, she drew close to Robert and Ellie. ‘The police interrogated me again last

  night,’ she whispered to her friends. ‘I’m starting to believe there may be some truth in the rumour.’


  ‘Which rumour?’ Ellie said. ‘There are so many.’


  ‘One of the women who works at our factory,’ Nai said, ‘has a brother in Nakamura’s special service. He told her, one night after he had been drinking, that when the

  police showed up at Nicole’s cell on the morning of the execution, the cell was empty. A Garcia biot had signed her out. They think it was the same Garcia that was reportedly destroyed in

  that explosion outside the munitions factory.’


  Ellie smiled, but her eyes said nothing in response to the intense, inquiring gaze from her friend. Of all the people, she thought, I cannot tell her.


  ‘The police have also questioned me,’ Ellie said matter-of-factly. ‘Several different times. According to them, the questions are all designed to clear up what they call the

  “irregularities” in Mother’s case. Even Katie has had a visit from the police. She dropped by unexpectedly last week and remarked that the postponement of Mother’s execution

  was certainly peculiar.’


  ‘My friend’s brother,’ Nai said after a short silence, ‘says that Nakamura suspects a conspiracy.’


  ‘That’s ridiculous,’ Robert scoffed. ‘There is no active opposition to the government anywhere in the colony.’


  Nai drew even closer to Ellie. ‘So what do you think is really happening?’ she whispered. ‘Do you think your mother has actually escaped? Or did Nakamura change his mind and

  execute her in private to stop her from becoming a public martyr?’


  Ellie looked first at her husband and then at her friend. Tell them, tell them, a voice inside her said. But she resisted. ‘I have no idea, Nai,’ Ellie answered. ‘I

  have, of course, considered all the possibilities you have mentioned. As well as a few others. But we have no way of knowing . . . Even though I am certainly not what you would call a religious

  person, I have been praying in my own way that Mother is all right.’
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  Nicole finished her dried apricots and crossed the room to drop the package in the waste-basket. It was nearly full. She tried to compress the

  waste with her foot, but the level barely changed.


  My time is running out, she thought, her eyes mechanically scanning the food remaining on the shelf. I can last maybe five more days. Then I must have some new supplies.


  Both Joan and Eleanor had been gone for forty-eight hours. During the first two weeks of Nicole’s stay in the room underneath Max Puckett’s barn, one of the two robots had been with

  her all the time. Talking with them had been almost like talking with her husband, Richard, at least originally, before Nicole had exhausted all the topics the little robots had stored in their

  memories.


  These two robots are his greatest creations, Nicole said to herself, sitting down in the chair. He must have spent months on them. She remembered Richard’s Shakespearean

  robots from the Newton days. Joan and Eleanor are far more sophisticated than Prince Hal and Falstaff. Richard must have learned a lot from the engineering of the human biots in New

  Eden.


  Joan and Eleanor had kept Nicole informed about the major events occurring in the habitat. It was an easy task for them. Part of their programmed instruction was to observe and to report by

  radio to Richard during their periodic sorties outside of New Eden, so they passed the same information on to Nicole. She knew, for example, that Nakamura’s special police had searched every

  building in the settlement, ostensibly looking for anyone hoarding critical resources, in the first two weeks after her escape. They had also come to the Puckett farm, of course, and for four hours

  Nicole had sat perfectly still in total darkness in her hide-out. She had heard some noises above her, but whoever had conducted the search had not spent much time in the barn.


  More recently, it had often been necessary for both Joan and Eleanor to be outside of the hide-out at the same time. They told her that they were busy coordinating the next phase of her escape.

  Once, Nicole had asked the robots how they managed to pass so easily through the check-point at the entrance to New Eden. ‘It’s really very simple,’ Joan had said. ‘Cargo

  trucks pass through the gate a dozen times a day, most carrying items to and from the troops and construction personnel over in the other habitat, some going out to Avalon. We’re almost

  impossible to notice in any large load.’


  Joan and Eleanor had also brought Nicole up to date on all the colony history since she had been imprisoned. Nicole now knew that the humans had invaded the avian/sessile habitat and essentially

  routed its occupants. Richard had not wasted robot memory space or his own time by supplying Joan and Eleanor with too many of the details about the avians and sessiles; however, Nicole did know

  that Richard had managed to escape to New York with two avian eggs, four manna melons containing embryos of the bizarre sessile species, and a critical slice of an actual adult sessile.


  She also knew that the two avian hatchlings had been born a few months earlier and that Richard was being kept extremely busy tending to their needs.


  It was difficult for Nicole to imagine her husband, Richard, playing both mother and father to a pair of aliens. She remembered that when their own children had been small, Richard had not shown

  much interest in their development, and he had often been insensitive to the children’s emotional needs. Of course he had been marvellous at teaching them facts, especially abstract concepts

  from mathematics and science. But Nicole and Michael O’Toole had remarked to each other several times during their long voyage on Rama II that Richard did not seem to be capable of dealing

  with children on their own level.


  His own childhood was so painful, Nicole thought, recalling her conversations with Richard about his abusive father. He must have grown up with no capacity to love or trust other

  people . . . All his friends were fantasies or robots he had created himself . . . She paused for a moment in her thinking. But during our years in New Eden he definitely changed . . . I

  never had a chance to tell him how proud I was of him. That was why I wanted to leave the special letter . . .


  The solitary light in her room suddenly went out and Nicole was surrounded by darkness. She sat quite still in her chair and listened carefully for any sounds. Although Nicole knew that the

  police were again on the premises, she could hear nothing. As she became more frightened, Nicole realised how important Joan and Eleanor had become to her. During the first visit to the Puckett

  farm by the special police, both the little robots had been in the room to comfort her.


  Time passed very slowly. Nicole could hear the beating of her heart. After what seemed like an eternity, she heard noises above her. It sounded as if there were many people in the barn. Nicole

  took a deep breath and tried to steady herself. Seconds later, she nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard a soft voice beside her reciting a poem.


  

    

      Invade me now, my ruthless friend,


      And make me cower in the dark.


      Remind me that I’m all alone


      And draw upon my face your mark.


      How is it that you capture me,


      When all my thoughts deny your force?


      Is it the reptile in my brain


      That lets your terror run its course?


    

  


  

    

      Baseless Fear undoes us all


      Despite our quest for lofty goals.


      We would-be Galahads don’t die,


      Fear just freezes all our souls.


      It keeps us mute when feeling love,


      Reminding us what we might lose.


      And if by chance we meet success,


      Fear tells us which safe route to choose.


  


  Nicole recognised eventually that the voice belonged to the robot Joan, and that she was reciting Benita Garcia’s famous pair of stanzas about fear, written after Benita had been

  thoroughly politicised by the poverty and destitution of the Great Chaos. The friendly voice of the robot and the familiar lines of the poem temporarily mitigated Nicole’s panic. For a while

  she listened more calmly despite the fact that the noises above her were growing in amplitude.


  When Nicole heard the sound of the movement of the large bags of chicken-feed stored above the entrance to her hide-out, however, her fright was suddenly renewed. This is it, Nicole said

  to herself. I am going to be captured.


  Nicole wondered briefly if the special police would kill her as soon as they found her. Then she heard loud metallic pounding at the end of the passage to her room and was unable to remain

  seated. As she rose, Nicole felt two sharp pains in her chest and her breathing became laboured. What’s wrong with me? she was thinking when Joan spoke up from beside her.


  ‘After the first search,’ the robot said, ‘Max was afraid that he had not camouflaged your entrance well enough. One night while you were asleep he inserted into the top of the

  hole a full drainage system for the henhouse, with the discharge pipes running out above your hide-out. That pounding you heard was someone beating on the pipes.’


  Nicole held her breath while a muffled conversation took place on the surface above her. After a minute, she again heard the movement of the bags of chicken-feed. Good old Max, Nicole

  thought, relaxing somewhat. The pain in her chest subsided. After several more minutes the noises above her ceased altogether. Nicole heaved a sigh and sat down in the chair. But she did not fall

  asleep until the lights were on again.


  The robot Eleanor had returned by the time Nicole awakened. She explained to Nicole that Max was going to start ripping out the drainage system in the next few hours and that

  Nicole was finally going to leave her hide-out. Nicole was surprised when, after crawling through the tunnel, she encountered Eponine standing beside Max.


  The two women embraced, ‘Ça va bien? Je ne t’ai pas vue depuis si long-temps,’ Eponine said to Nicole.


  ‘Mais mon amie, pourquoi es-tu ici? J’ai pensé que . . .’


  ‘All right, you two,’ Max interrupted. ‘You’ll have plenty of time later to become reacquainted. Right now we need to hurry. We’re already behind schedule because I

  took too long to remove that damn drain . . . Ep, take Nicole inside and dress her. You can explain the plan while you’re putting on your clothes . . . I need to shower and shave.’


  As the two women walked in the dark from the barn to Max’s house, Eponine informed Nicole that everything was in place for her escape from the habitat.


  ‘During the last four days Max has hidden the diving gear, piece by piece around the shore of Lake Shakespeare. He also has another full set stored in a warehouse in Beauvois, in case

  someone has removed your mask or air tanks from their hiding-places. While you and I are at the party, Max will make sure that everything is all right.’


  ‘What party?’ a confused Nicole asked.


  Eponine laughed as they entered the house. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I forgot that you haven’t been following the calendar. Tonight is Mardi Gras. There is a big party in

  Beauvois, and another over in Positano. Almost everyone will be out tonight. The government has been encouraging people to attend, probably to keep their minds off the other colony

  problems.’


  Nicole looked very strangely at her friend, and Eponine laughed again. ‘Don’t you understand? Our biggest difficulty was figuring out how to get you all the way across the colony to

  Lake Shakespeare without being seen. Everyone in New Eden knows your face. Even Richard agreed that this was our only reasonable opportunity. You’ll be in costume, and wearing a mask . .

  .’


  ‘Have you talked to Richard, then?’ Nicole asked, starting to comprehend at least the outline of the plan.


  ‘Not directly,’ replied Eponine. ‘But Max has communicated with him through the little robots. Richard was responsible for the drainage system idea that misled the police on

  their last visit to the farm. He was worried that you would be discovered . . .’


  Thank you again, Richard, Nicole thought as Eponine continued to talk. I must owe you my life at least three times now.


  The women entered the bedroom, where a magnificent white dress was spread out upon the bed. ‘You will attend the party as the queen of England,’ Eponine said. ‘I have been

  working on your dress non-stop all week. With this full mask and these long white gloves and leggings, none of your hair or skin will show. We shouldn’t need to stay at the party for more

  than an hour or so, and you won’t say much to anybody, but if anyone should ask, simply tell them that you’re Ellie. She’s staying home tonight with your granddaughter.’


  ‘Does Ellie know I have escaped?’ Nicole asked a few seconds later. She was experiencing a strong yearning to see both her daughter and little Nicole, whom she had never even

  met.


  ‘Probably,’ said Eponine. ‘At least she knew that an attempt was likely . . . It was Ellie who first involved me in your escape. Ellie and I cached your supplies out on

  the Central Plain.’


  ‘So you haven’t seen her since I’ve been out of prison?’


  ‘Oh, yes. But we haven’t said anything. Right now Ellie must be very careful. Nakamura is watching her like a hawk . . .’


  ‘Is anyone else involved?’ Nicole asked, holding up the dress to see how it would fit.


  ‘No,’ answered Eponine. ‘Just Max, Ellie, and I . . . And of course Richard and the little robots.’


  Nicole stood in front of the mirror for several seconds. So here I am, finally the queen of England, at least for an hour or two. She was certain that the idea for the

  specific costume had also come from Richard. Nobody else could have made a choice so appropriate. Nicole adjusted the crown upon her head. With this white face, she thought, Henry

  might have even made me queen.


  Nicole was deep in a memory of many years earlier when Max and Eponine emerged from the bedroom. Nicole began to laugh immediately. Max was dressed in a scanty green outfit and was carrying a

  trident. He was Neptune, king of the sea, and Eponine was his sexy mermaid princess.


  ‘You both look great!’ Queen Nicole said, with a wink at Eponine. ‘Wow, Max,’ she added a second later in a teasing voice, ‘I had no idea you had such an imposing

  body.’


  ‘It’s ridiculous,’ Max grumbled. ‘I have hair everywhere – all over my chest, down my back, in my ears, even . . .’


  ‘Except it’s a little thin up here,’ Eponine said, patting his head after removing his crown.


  ‘Shit,’ said Max. ‘Now I know why I’ve never lived with a woman . . . Come on, you two, let’s get going. And by the way, the weather is wacky again tonight.

  You’ll both need a shawl or a jacket during our ride in the buggy.’


  ‘The buggy?’ Nicole said, glancing at Eponine.


  Her friend smiled. ‘You’ll see in a minute,’ Eponine said.


  When the New Eden government had requisitioned all the trains to convert the lightweight extraterrestrial alloys into war planes and other weaponry, the colony of New Eden had

  been left without a comprehensive transportation system. Luckily most of the citizens had purchased bicycles, and a full set of bicycle paths had been developed during the first three years after

  the initial settlement. Otherwise, it would have been very difficult for people to move about in the colony.


  By the time of Nicole’s escape, the old train tracks had all been removed and roads had been laid where the tracks had once been. These roads were used by the electric cars (restricted to

  government leaders and key military personnel), the transport trucks (which also ran on stored electricity), and the creative and varied other transportation devices constructed by individual

  citizens of New Eden. Max’s buggy was such a device. In front it was a bicycle. The back half, however, was a large pair of soft seats, almost a couch, resting on two wheels and a strong

  axle, much like the horse-drawn buggies three centuries earlier on the Earth.


  King Neptune struggled with the pedals as the costumed trio eased onto the road toward Central City. ‘Shit,’ Max said as he strained to accelerate, ‘why did I ever agree to

  this absurd plan?’


  Nicole and Eponine laughed in the seat behind him. ‘Because you’re a wonderful man,’ Eponine said, ‘and you wanted us both to be comfortable . . . Besides, can you

  imagine a queen riding a bicycle for almost ten kilometres?’


  The temperature was indeed on the cool side. Eponine spent a few minutes explaining to Nicole how the weather continued to grow more and more unstable. ‘There was a recent report on

  television,’ she said, ‘that the government intends to settle many of the colonists in the second habitat. Its environment is still unspoiled . . . Nobody has any confidence that we

  will ever fix the problems here in New Eden.’


  As they neared Central City, Nicole worried that Max was becoming chilled. She offered him the shawl Eponine had loaned her, which he eventually accepted. ‘You could have picked a warmer

  costume,’ Nicole said teasingly.


  ‘Having Max be King Neptune was also Richard’s idea,’ Eponine said. ‘That way, if he needs to carry any of your diving equipment tonight, he will look perfectly

  natural.’


  Nicole was surprisingly emotional as the buggy slowed in the growing traffic and wound its way through the colony’s main buildings in Central City. She remembered a night, years before,

  when she had been the only human awake in New Eden. On that same night, after checking her family one last time, an apprehensive Nicole had climbed into her berth and prepared to sleep for the

  many-year trip back to the solar system.


  An image of The Eagle, that strange manifestation of alien intelligence who had been their guide at The Node, appeared in her mind’s eye. Could you have predicted all this? Nicole

  wondered, synthesising quickly the entire colony history since that first rendezvous with the passengers from Earth on board the Pinta. And what do you think of us now? Nicole grimly shook

  her head, acutely embarrassed by the behaviour of her fellow humans.


  ‘They never replaced it,’ Eponine was saying from the seat beside her. They had entered the main plaza.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Nicole said. ‘I’m afraid I was day-dreaming.’


  ‘That wonderful monument your husband designed, the one that kept track of where Rama was in the galaxy . . . Remember, it was destroyed the night the mob wanted to lynch Martinez . . .

  Anyway, it was never replaced.’


  Again Nicole was deep in her memory. Maybe that’s what being old is, she thought. Too many memories always crowding out the present. She recalled the unruly mob and the

  red-haired boy who hollered, ‘Kill the nigger bitch . . .’


  ‘What ever happened to Martinez?’ Nicole asked softly, fearful of the answer.


  ‘He was electrocuted soon after Nakamura and Macmillan took over the government. The trial dominated the news for several days.’


  They had passed through Central City and were continuing south toward Beauvois, the village where Nicole and Richard and their family had lived before Nakamura’s coup. It could have

  been so different, she thought, looking at Mount Olympus towering over them on her left. We could have had paradise here. If only we had tried harder . . .


  It was a train of thought that Nicole had followed a hundred times since that terrible night, the same night that Richard had hurriedly departed from New Eden. Always there was the same profound

  sorrow in her heart, the same burning tears in her eyes.


  We humans, she remembered saying once to The Eagle at The Node, are capable of such dichotomous behaviour. At times, when there is caring and compassion, we truly seem little lower

  than the angels. But more often, our greed and selfishness overwhelm our virtues and we become indistinguishable from the basest creatures from which we have evolved.
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  Max had been gone from the party for almost two hours. Both Eponine and Nicole were becoming alarmed. As the two women tried to cross the crowded

  dance floor together, a pair of men dressed as Robin Hood and Friar Tuck stopped them.


  ‘You are not Maid Marian,’ Robin Hood said to Eponine, ‘but Maid-Mer is nearly the same.’ He laughed heartily at his own joke, extended his arms, and began to dance with

  Eponine.


  ‘May a lowly priest enjoy a dance with Her Majesty?’ the other man said. Nicole smiled to herself. What harm can there be in a single dance? she thought. She slipped into

  Friar Tuck’s arms and they began moving slowly around the floor.


  Friar Tuck was a talkative fellow. After every several bars of the music, he would pull away from Nicole and ask a question. As planned, Nicole would indicate her response with a head movement

  or a gesture. Toward the end of the song, the priest in costume began to laugh. ‘Verily,’ he said, ‘I believe I am dancing with a mute. A graceful one, no doubt, but nevertheless

  a mute.’


  ‘I have a bad cold,’ Nicole said softly, trying to disguise her voice.


  After she had spoken, Nicole detected a definite change in the friar’s manner. Her concern increased when, after the dance was over, the man continued to hold her hands and to stare at her

  for several seconds.


  ‘I’ve heard your voice somewhere before,’ he said seriously. ‘It’s very distinctive . . . I wonder if we’ve met. I’m Wallace Michaelson, the senator

  from the western section of Beauvois.’


  Of course, Nicole thought in panic. I remember you now. You were one of the first Americans in New Eden to support Nakamura and Macmillan.


  Nicole did not dare to say anything else. Fortunately, Eponine and Robin Hood returned to join Nicole and Friar Tuck before the silence had become dangerously long. Eponine sensed what had

  occurred and acted quickly. ‘The queen and I,’ she said, taking Nicole by the hand, ‘were on our way to the powder room when you Sherwood Forest outlaws ambushed us. If you will

  now excuse us, with thanks for the dance, we will continue toward our original destination.’


  As the women walked away, the two men dressed in green watched them carefully. Once inside the ladies’ room, Eponine first opened all the stalls to ensure that she and Nicole were alone.

  ‘Something’s happened,’ Eponine then whispered. ‘Probably Max had to go to the warehouse to replace your equipment.’


  ‘Friar Tuck is a senator from Beauvois,’ Nicole said. ‘He almost recognised my voice . . . I don’t think I’m safe here.’


  ‘All right,’ said Eponine nervously after a moment’s hesitation. ‘We will follow the alternate plan . . . We’ll go out front and wait underneath the big

  tree.’


  Both women saw the small ceiling camera at the same time. It made just the slightest sound as it changed its orientation to follow them around the room. Nicole tried to remember every word that

  she and Eponine had said. Was there anything that suggested who we were? she wondered. Nicole was worried especially about Eponine, since her friend would continue to live in the colony

  after Nicole had either escaped or was captured.


  When Nicole and Eponine returned to the ballroom, Robin Hood and his favourite priest gestured for the ladies to come toward them. In response Eponine motioned toward the front door, put her

  fingers to her lips to indicate that she was going outside to smoke, and then crossed the room with Nicole. Eponine glanced over her shoulder as she opened the outside door. ‘The green men

  are following us,’ she whispered to Nicole.


  About twenty metres away from the entrance to the ballroom, which was in reality the gymnasium for Beauvois Middle School, there was a large elm tree that had been one of the few already-grown

  trees transported to Rama originally from the Earth. When Eponine and Queen Nicole reached the tree, Eponine reached into her purse, pulled out a cigarette, and lit it quickly. She blew the smoke

  away from Nicole. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered to her friend.


  ‘I understand,’ Nicole had just finished saying when Robin Hood and Friar Tuck walked up beside them.


  ‘Well, well,’ Robin Hood said, ‘so our mermaid princess is a smoker. Don’t you know that you’re taking years off your life?’


  Eponine started to give her standard reply, to tell the man that RV-41 would kill her long before smoking would, but she decided that any conversation might encourage the men to stay. She just

  smiled wanly, inhaled deeply on her cigarette, and blew smoke above her head into the branches of the tree.


  ‘Both the friar here and I were hoping that you ladies would join us for a drink,’ Robin Hood said, ignoring the fact that neither Eponine nor Nicole had responded to his earlier

  comment.


  ‘Yes,’ added Friar Tuck, ‘we would like to know who you are . . .’ He stared at Nicole. ‘I’m certain we’ve met before, your voice is so

  familiar.’


  Nicole faked a cough and looked around. There were three policemen within a radius of fifty metres. Not here, she thought. Not now. Not when I am so close.


  ‘The queen is not feeling well,’ Eponine said. ‘We may be leaving early. If not, we’ll find you when we come back . . .’


  ‘I’m a doctor,’ Robin Hood interrupted, moving closer to Nicole. ‘Maybe I can help.’


  Nicole could feel the tension in her heart. Again her breath was short and laboured. She coughed again and turned away from the two men.


  ‘That’s a terrible cough, Your Majesty,’ she heard a familiar voice say. ‘We’d better take you home.’


  Nicole glanced up at another man dressed in green. Max, a.k.a. King Neptune, was smiling broadly at her. Behind him Nicole could see the buggy parked no more than ten metres away. Nicole was

  joyful and relieved. She gave Max a huge hug and almost forgot the danger all around her. ‘Max,’ she said, before he put his finger to her lips.


  ‘I know both you ladies are just delighted that King Neptune has finished his business for the evening,’ he then said with a flourish, ‘and can now squire you away to his

  castle, away from outlaws and other unsavoury elements.’


  Max looked at the other two men, who were enjoying his performance even though he had foiled their plans for the evening. ‘Thank you, Robin. Thank you, Friar Tuck,’ Max said as he

  helped the ladies into the buggy seat. ‘Your kind attention to my friends is most appreciated.’


  Friar Tuck approached the buggy, obviously to ask one more question, but Max pedalled away. ‘It is a night of costumes and mystery,’ he said, waving at the man. ‘But we cannot

  tarry, for the sea is calling us.’


  ‘You were fantastic,’ Eponine said, giving Max another kiss.


  Nicole nodded her head. ‘You may have missed your calling,’ she said. ‘Maybe you should have been an actor instead of a farmer.’


  ‘I played Mark Antony in our high school play in Arkansas,’ Max said, handing Nicole the diving mask for a final adjustment. ‘The pigs loved my rehearsals . . . “Friends,

  Romans, Countrymen . . . lend me your ears . . . I come to bury Caesar, not to praise him.”’


  The three of them laughed. They were standing in a small clearing about five metres from the shore of Lake Shakespeare. The trees and tall underbrush concealed them from the nearby road and

  bicycle path. Max lifted up the air tank and helped Nicole adjust it on her back.


  ‘Is everything ready, then?’ he asked.


  Nicole nodded.


  ‘The robots will meet you at the cache,’ Max said. ‘They told me to remind you not to descend too rapidly . . . You have not done any diving in a long time.’


  Nicole stood in silence for several seconds. ‘I don’t know how to thank you two,’ she said awkwardly. ‘Nothing I can think of to say seems adequate.’


  Eponine walked over to Nicole and gave her a hug. ‘Be safe, my friend,’ she said. ‘We love you very much.’


  ‘Me too,’ Max said a moment later, choking slightly as he embraced her. They both waved to Nicole as she backed into the lake.


  Tears were running out of Nicole’s eyes and collecting on the bottom of her mask. She waved one last time when the water was up to her waist.


  The water was colder than Nicole had expected. She knew that the temperature variations in New Eden had been much greater since the colonists had taken over management of their

  own weather, but she had not considered that the changes in weather patterns would have altered the temperature of the lake.


  Nicole changed the amount of air in her vest to slow her descent. Do not hurry, she counselled herself. And stay relaxed. You have a long swim ahead of you.


  Joan and Eleanor had drilled Nicole repeatedly on the procedure she should follow to locate the long tunnel that ran under the habitat wall. She switched on her flashlight and studied the

  aquaculture farm off to her left. Three hundred metres toward the centre of the lake, directly perpendicular to the back wall of the salmon-feeding area, she remembered. Stay at a depth

  of twenty metres until you see the concrete platform below you.


  Nicole swam easily, but she was tiring quickly nevertheless. She recalled a discussion with Richard from years before, when they had had been contemplating swimming together across the

  Cylindrical Sea to escape from New York. ‘But I am not that good a swimmer,’ Nicole had said. ‘I may not be able to make it.’


  Richard had assured her at the time that since she was such an exceptional athlete, she would have no problem with a long swim. Now here I am, swimming for my life, following the same escape

  route Richard used two years ago, Nicole thought. Except that I am more or less sixty years old. And out of shape.


  Nicole found the concrete platform, descended another fifteen metres while carefully watching all her gauges, and eventually located one of the eight large pumping stations that were scattered

  on the bottom of the lake to keep the water continuously circulating. Now the tunnel entrance is supposed to be hidden just under one of these big motors. Nicole did not find it easily. She

  kept swimming past it because of all the new growth around the pumping complex.


  The tunnel was a four-metre diameter circular pipe, completely full of water. It had been included as an emergency escape route in the original habitat design at the insistence of Richard, whose

  engineering background had taught him always to allow for unforeseen contingencies. From the entrance in Lake Shakespeare to the exit, out in the Central Plain beyond the walls of the habitat, was

  a swim of slightly over one kilometre. It had taken Nicole ten minutes longer than planned to find the entrance. She was already a very tired woman as she began her final swim.


  During her two years in prison, Nicole’s only exercise had been the walking, sit-ups, and push-ups that she had done at irregular intervals. Her aging muscles were no longer able to endure

  extreme fatigue without cramping. Three times during her swim through the tunnel, Nicole’s leg muscles cramped. Each time she struggled, treading water, and forced herself to relax until the

  cramp completely dissipated. Her forward progress was very slow. Toward the end of her swim Nicole became frightened that she would run out of air before she reached the tunnel exit.


  In the last hundred metres Nicole’s body ached all over. Her arms did not want to push through the water and her legs had no strength left to kick. It was then that the ache began in her

  chest. The dull, disconcerting pain stayed with her even after her depth gauge indicated that the tunnel had turned slightly upward.


  When she finally reached the end of the passage and stood up in a small underground room with only half a metre of water on the floor, Nicole almost collapsed. For several minutes she tried

  unsuccessfully to regain an equilibrium level in her breathing and pulse rate. Nicole did not even have enough strength left to lift off the metal exit cover above her head. Worried that she had

  pushed herself beyond safe physical limits, Nicole decided to remain in the tunnel and take a short nap.


  She awakened two hours later when she heard a bizarre pitter-patter above her. Nicole stood directly under the cover and listened carefully. She could hear voices, but could not isolate what was

  being said. What’s going on? she asked herself, her heart rate suddenly accelerating. If I’ve been discovered by the police, why don’t they just open the cover?


  Nicole moved quietly in the darkness over to her diving gear, which was sitting against the wall on the opposite side of the tunnel. Using her tiny flashlight, she examined her gauges to

  determine how much air remained in the tank. I could submerge for a few minutes, but not many, she thought.


  Suddenly there was a sharp knock on the cover. ‘Are you down there, Nicole?’ the robot Joan asked. ‘If so, identify yourself immediately. We have some warm clothes up here for

  you, but we are not strong enough to move the cover.’


  ‘Yes, it’s me,’ Nicole cried with relief. ‘I’ll climb out as soon as I can.’


  In her wet suit Nicole became quickly chilled in the bracing outside air of Rama, where the temperature was only a few degrees above freezing. Her teeth chattered during the eighty-metre walk in

  the dark to where her food and dry clothing were cached.


  When the trio reached the supplies, Joan and Eleanor instructed Nicole to put on the army uniform that Ellie and Eponine had left for her. When Nicole asked why, the robots explained that to

  reach New York, it was necessary for them to pass through the second habitat. ‘In case we are discovered,’ Eleanor said when she was safely sitting in Nicole’s shirt pocket,

  ‘it will be easier to talk our way out of trouble if you are wearing a soldier’s uniform.’


  Nicole put on the long underwear and the uniform. When she was no longer cold, she realised that she was extremely hungry. While she was eating her feast, Nicole placed all the other items that

  had been wrapped in the sheet into the backpack she had been carrying under her diving-vest.


  There was a problem entering the second habitat. Nicole and the two robots in her pocket had not encountered any humans at all in the Central Plain, but the entrance to what

  had once been the home of the avians and sessiles was guarded by a sentry. Eleanor had gone forward to scout and had reported the difficulty. The trio stopped three to four hundred metres away from

  the main traffic route between the two habitats.


  ‘This must be a new security precaution, added since your escape,’ Joan said to Nicole. ‘We’ve never had any difficulties coming and going.’


  ‘Are there no other routes that lead to the inside?’ Nicole asked.


  ‘No,’ Eleanor answered. ‘The original probe site was here. It has since been considerably widened, of course, and a bridge was built across the moat so that the troops can move

  quickly. But there are no other entrances.’


  ‘And must we absolutely go through this habitat to reach Richard and New York?’


  ‘Yes,’ Joan replied. ‘That huge grey barrier to the south, the one that forms the wall of the second habitat for many kilometres, prevents movement in and out of the Northern

  Hemicylinder of Rama. It’s possible that we could fly over it, if we had an airplane that could reach an altitude of two kilometres, and a very clever pilot, but we don’t . . . Besides,

  Richard is expecting us to come through the habitat.’


  They waited and waited in the dark and cold. Periodically one of the two robots would check the entrance, but there was always a sentry present. Nicole became tired and frustrated.

  ‘Look,’ she said at one point, ‘we can’t stay here forever. There must be some other plan.’


  ‘We have no knowledge of any alternate or contingency plans in this situation,’ Eleanor said, reminding Nicole for once that they were only robots.


  During a brief nap the exhausted Nicole dreamed that she was lying, naked, on the top of a very large and very flat ice cube. Avians were striking at her from the sky, and hundreds of little

  robots like Joan and Eleanor had surrounded her on the surface of the ice. They were chanting something in unison.


  When Nicole awakened, she felt somewhat refreshed. She talked with the two robots and they worked out a new plan. The three of them decided not to move until there was a break in the traffic

  through the entrance to the second habitat. At that time, the robots would decoy the sentry so that Nicole could proceed inside. Joan and Eleanor instructed Nicole then to walk cautiously to the

  other side of the bridge and turn right along the shore of the moat. ‘Wait for us,’ Eleanor said, ‘in the small cove about three hundred metres from the bridge.’


  Twenty minutes later, Joan and Eleanor made a terrible commotion along the far wall, about fifty metres from the entrance. Nicole walked unmolested into the interior of the habitat when the

  sentry left his post to investigate the noise. On the inside, a long stairway wound back and forth, dropping the several hundred metres from the entrance altitude to the level of the wide moat that

  circumscribed the entire habitat. There were lights on the stairway at periodic intervals, and Nicole could see more lights on the bridge in front of her, but the overall illumination was quite

  sparse. Nicole tensed when she saw a pair of construction workers coming up the stairs in her direction. But they climbed right past her with only minimal acknowledgment. Nicole was thankful she

  was wearing the uniform.


  As she waited beside the moat, Nicole stared toward the centre of the alien habitat and tried to make out the fascinating features the little robots had described to her: the huge brown

  cylindrical structure, rising fifteen hundred metres straight up, that had once housed both the avian and sessile colonies; the great hooded ball that hung from the habitat ceiling and provided

  light; and the ring of mysterious white buildings, alongside a canal, that encircled the cylinder.


  The hooded ball had not been illuminated for months, not since the first human incursion into the avian/sessile domain. The only lights that Nicole could see were small and widely scattered,

  obviously placed in the habitat by the human invaders. Thus all she could discern was a vague silhouette of the great cylinder, a shadow whose edges were very fuzzy. It must have been glorious

  when Richard first entered, Nicole thought, moved by the thought that she was in a location that had recently been the home of another sentient species. So here also, her mind continued,

  we extend our hegemony, trampling underfoot all life-forms that are not as powerful as we.


  Eleanor and Joan took longer than expected to rejoin Nicole. The threesome then made slow progress along the side of the moat. One of the robots was always out front, scouting, making certain

  that contacts with other humans were avoided. Twice, in the part of the habitat that was very much like a jungle on Earth, Nicole waited quietly while a group of soldiers or workmen passed by on

  the road to their left. Both times she studied the new and interesting plants around her with fascination. Nicole even found a creature half-way between a leech and an earthworm trying to enter her

  right boot. She picked it up and put it in her pocket.


  It had been almost thirty-two hours since she had backed into Lake Shakespeare when she and the two robots finally arrived at the spot for the rendezvous. They were on the far side of the second

  habitat, away from the entrance, where the normal density of human beings was at its lowest. A submarine surfaced within minutes after their arrival. The side of the submarine opened and Richard

  Wakefield, a gigantic smile upon his bearded face, rushed forward toward his beloved wife. Nicole’s body shook with joy when she felt his arms around her.
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  Everything was so familiar. Except for Richard’s clutter, accumulated during his months alone, and the conversion of the nursery into the

  bedroom of the two avian hatchlings, the lair underneath New York was exactly the same as it had been when Richard, Nicole, Michael O’Toole, and their children had departed from Rama years

  before.


  Richard had parked the submarine at a natural harbour on the south side of the island, in a place he had called The Port.


  ‘Where did you get the sub?’ Nicole had asked him while they were walking together toward the lair.


  ‘It was a gift,’ Richard had said. ‘Or at least I think it was. After the super-chief of the avians showed me how to operate it, he or she disappeared, leaving the submarine

  here.’


  Walking in New York had been an eerie experience for Nicole. Even in the dark the skyscrapers reminded her vividly of the years that she had lived on this mysterious island in the middle of the

  Cylindrical Sea.


  How many years has it been since we left New York? Nicole had thought as Richard and she, holding hands, had stood beside the barn where Francesca Sabatini had left Nicole supposedly to

  perish in the bottom of a pit. But Nicole had known there was no way to give an accurate answer to her question. The intervening time could not have been measured in any normal way, since they had

  made two long interstellar voyages at relativistic velocities, the second one asleep in a special berth with extraterrestrial technology retarding their ageing process by careful manipulation of

  their enzymes and their metabolism.


  ‘The only changes made in the Rama spacecraft on each visit to The Node,’ Richard had said sometime later, while Nicole was still musing about the wonders of relativity, ‘are

  those necessary to accommodate the next mission. So nothing has changed in here. The black screen is still there in the White Room, as well as our old keyboard. The procedures for making requests

  from the Ramans, or whatever our hosts should be called, are still intact also.’


  ‘And what about the other lairs?’ Nicole had asked during the descent down the ramp to their living-level. ‘Have you visited them?’


  ‘The avian lair is a tomb,’ Richard had replied. ‘I’ve been all through it several times. Once, I entered the octospider lair cautiously, but I went only as far as that

  cathedral room with the four tunnels leading away . . .’


  Nicole had interrupted him, laughing. ‘The ones we called Eenie, Meenie, Mynie, and Moe . . .’


  ‘Yes,’ Richard had continued. ‘Anyway, I didn’t feel comfortable there. I had the feeling, although I could not identify anything specific, that the lair was still

  inhabited. And that the octos, or whatever might be living there, were watching my every step.’ This time it was his turn to laugh. ‘Believe it or not, I was also worried about what

  would happen to Tammy and Timmy if I didn’t return for any reason.’


  Nicole’s first introduction to Tammy and Timmy, the pair of avian hatchlings that Richard had raised from infancy, was priceless. Richard had built a half-door to the nursery and had

  closed it securely when he had left to meet Nicole inside the second habitat. Since the birdlike creatures couldn’t yet fly, they had remained safely inside the nursery during Richard’s

  absence. As soon as they heard his voice in the lair, however, the hatchlings began to shriek and jabber. They did not even stop squawking when Richard opened their door and cradled both of them in

  his arms.


  ‘They’re telling me,’ Richard shouted to Nicole above the frightful noise, ‘that I shouldn’t have left them alone.’


  Nicole was laughing so hard that tears were forming in her eyes. Both of the hatchlings had their long necks extended toward Richard’s face. They interrupted their jabbers and shrieks only

  for short periods, during which time they rubbed the undersides of their beaks softly against Richard’s bearded cheek. The avians were still small, about seventy centimetres tall when

  standing on their legs, but their necks were so long that they appeared to be much larger.


  Nicole watched with admiration as her husband tended to his alien wards. He cleaned up their wastes, made certain that they had fresh food and water, and even checked the softness of their

  haylike beds in the corner of the nursery. You have come a long, long way, Richard Wakefield, Nicole thought, remembering his reluctance years earlier to deal with any of the more mundane

  duties associated with parenting. She was deeply touched by his obvious affection for the gangly hatchlings. Is it possible, Nicole found herself wondering, that each of us has inside

  this kind of selfless love? And that we must somehow work through all the problems that both heredity and environment have created before we can find it?


  Richard had stored the four manna melons and the slice from the sessile in one corner of the White Room. He explained to Nicole that he hadn’t noticed any changes in either the melons or

  the sessile material since he had arrived in New York. ‘Maybe the melons can rest dormant for a long time, like seeds,’ Nicole offered after listening to Richard’s explanation of

  the complex life cycle of the sessile species.


  ‘That’s what I was thinking,’ Richard said. ‘Of course I have no idea at all under what conditions the melons might germinate . . . The species is so strange and so

  complicated, I wouldn’t be surprised if the process is controlled somehow by that small piece of the sessile.’


  On their first evening together, Richard had difficulty getting the hatchlings to go to sleep. ‘They’re afraid I’m going to leave them again,’ Richard explained when he

  returned to the White Room after the third time that Tammy’s and Timmy’s furious squawks had interrupted his dinner with Nicole. At length, Richard programmed Joan and Eleanor to amuse

  the avians. It was the only way he could keep his alien wards quiet so that he could have some time alone with Nicole.


  They made love slowly and tenderly. Richard had admitted while he was undressing that he wasn’t certain how well . . . But Nicole had informed him that his performance, or lack thereof,

  was of absolutely no consequence. She insisted that it would be a delight just to hold his body next to hers and that any actual sexual stimulation would be a marvellous bonus. They were, of

  course, compatible, as they had been since the first time they had slept together. Richard and Nicole held hands, side by side, after intercourse. They said nothing. Several tears formed in

  Nicole’s eyes and edged out slowly on to her face, eventually flowing sideways into her ears. She smiled in the dark. She was for the moment gloriously happy.


  For the first time ever, there was no hurry in their lives. Every night they talked easily, sometimes even while they were making love. Richard told Nicole more about his

  childhood and adolescence than he ever had before. He included his most painful memories of his father’s abuse, as well as the harrowing details of his disastrous first marriage to Sarah

  Tydings.


  ‘I now realise that Sarah and Dad had something fundamental in common,’ Richard said late one evening. ‘They were both incapable of granting me the approval I so desperately

  sought – and somehow they both knew that I would continue to try to obtain that approval, even if it meant abandoning everything else in my life.’


  Nicole shared with Richard for the first time all the drama of her forty-eight-hour affair with the Prince of Wales right after she had won her Olympic gold medal. She even admitted to Richard

  that she had yearned to marry Henry and that she had been completely devastated when she had realised that the prince had excluded Nicole as a candidate to be the queen of England primarily because

  of her skin colour. Richard was fascinated by the story that Nicole told. But never once did he seem even the least bit threatened or jealous.


  He has become more mature, Nicole was thinking several nights later, while her husband was finishing his nightly task of tucking the hatchlings into bed. ‘Darling,’ Nicole

  said when Richard joined her in their bedroom in the lair, ‘there’s something that I want to tell you. I have been waiting for the right time . . .’


  ‘Uh-oh.’ Richard feigned a frown. ‘This sounds serious . . . I hope it won’t take long, for I had some plans of my own for us this evening.’


  He crossed the room and started to kiss her . . . ‘Please, Richard, not now,’ she said, pushing him away gently. ‘This is very important to me.’


  Richard backed up a couple of steps. ‘When I thought I was going to be executed,’ Nicole said slowly, ‘I realised that all my personal affairs were in order, except for two.

  There were still things that I wanted to say, both to you and to Katie. I even asked the policeman who explained the execution procedure to me if he would give me pen and paper so that I could

  write two final letters.’


  Nicole paused a moment, as if she were searching for exactly the right words. ‘During those terrifying days, I couldn’t remember, Richard,’ she continued, ‘if I had ever

  told you, explicitly, how glad I was that we had been husband and wife . . . I also didn’t want to die without . . .’


  She paused a second time, glanced briefly around the room, and then looked directly into Richard’s eyes again. ‘There was one more thing I wanted to accomplish with that last

  letter,’ Nicole said. ‘I believed at the time that it was necessary to make my life complete, so that I could depart from this world without any loose ends . . . Richard, I wanted to

  apologise for my insensitivity back when you and Michael and I . . . I made a mistake then by going to Michael’s bed too soon when I feared . . .’


  Nicole took a deep breath. ‘I should have had more faith,’ she said. ‘Not that I would for a minute remove either Patrick or Benjy from the world, but I realise now that I

  surrendered too quickly to my loneliness. I wish . . .’


  Richard touched his finger to her lips. ‘No apology is necessary, Nicole,’ he said softly. ‘I know that you have loved me well.’


  They settled into an easy rhythm in their simple existence. In the mornings they would walk around New York, usually arm in arm, exploring anew every corner of the island domain

  they had called home once before. Because it was always dark, the city looked different now. Only their flashlight beams illuminated the enigmatic skyscrapers whose details were indelibly imprinted

  in their memories.


  Often they walked along the ramparts of the city, looking out at the waters of the Cylindrical Sea. One morning they spent several hours standing in one place, the very spot where they had

  entrusted their lives to the three avians years and years before. Together they recalled both their fear and their excitement at the moment when the great bird creatures had lifted them off the

  ground to carry them across the sea.


  Every day after lunch Nicole, who had always needed more sleep than her husband, would take a short nap. Richard would use the keyboard to order more food or supplies from the Ramans, or take

  the hatchlings topside for some exercise, or work on one of his myriad projects scattered around the lair. In the evening, after a leisurely dinner, they would lie together, side by side, and talk

  for hours before making love or just falling asleep. They talked about everything: The Eagle, the Ramans, the existence of God, the politics in New Eden, books of all kinds, and most of all, their

  children.


  Although they could converse enthusiastically about Ellie, Patrick, Benjy, or even Simone, whom they had not seen for many years, it was difficult for Richard to talk about Katie for any length

  of time. He regularly castigated himself for not having been stricter with his favourite daughter during her childhood, and blamed her irresponsible behaviour as an adult on his permissiveness.

  Nicole tried to console and reassure him, reminding Richard that their circumstances in Rama had been unusual and that, after all, nothing in his background had prepared him for the proper

  discipline required of a parent.


  One afternoon when Nicole awakened from her nap, she could hear Richard mumbling to himself down the hall. Curious, she stood up quietly and walked down to the room that had once been Michael

  O’Toole’s bedroom. Nicole stood at the door and watched Richard put the final touches on a large model that occupied most of the room.


  ‘Voila,’ he said, turning around to acknowledge that he had heard Nicole’s footsteps. ‘It won’t win any aesthetic awards,’ Richard said with a grin, motioning

  in the direction of the model, ‘but it’s a reasonable representation of our part of the universe, and it certainly has provided me with plenty of food for thought.’


  A flat rectangular platform covered most of the floor. Thin vertical rods of varying heights had been inserted at twenty locations around the platform. At the top end of each rod was at least

  one coloured sphere, representing a star.


  The vertical rod in the centre of the model, which had a yellow sphere attached to its top, rose about a metre and a half off the platform. ‘This, of course,’ Richard said to Nicole,

  ‘is our Sun . . . And here we are – or I should say Rama is – over in this quadrant, about one-fourth of the way between the Sun and our closest similar star, Tau Ceti . . .

  Sirius, where we were when we stayed at The Node, is back over there . . .’


  Nicole walked around in the model depicting the stellar neighbourhood of the Sun. ‘There are twenty star systems within twelve and a half light-years of our home,’ Richard explained,

  ‘including six binary systems and one triplet group, our nearest neighbours, the Centauris, over here. Note that the Centauris are the only stars inside the five-light-year sphere.’


  Richard pointed at the three separate balls representing the Centauris. Each was a different size and colour. The trio, attached to each other with tiny wires, were resting on top of the same

  vertical rod, just inside an open wire sphere centred at the Sun and marked with a large number 5.


  ‘During my many days of solitude down here,’ Richard continued, ‘I often found myself wondering why Rama is going in this particular direction. Do we have a specific

  destination? It would seem so, since our path has not varied since our initial acceleration. And if we are going to Tau Ceti, what will we find there? Another complex like The Node? Or will the

  same Node perhaps have moved during the intervening time? . . .’


  Richard stopped. Nicole had walked over to the edge of the model and was stretching her arms up to a pair of red stars at the end of a three-metre rod. ‘I assume you varied the length of

  these rods to demonstrate the full three-dimensional relationship of all these stars,’ she said.


  ‘Yes . . . That particular binary group you are touching, incidentally, is called Struve 2398,’ Richard replied in his human catalogue voice. ‘They have a very high declination

  and are slightly over ten light-years away from the Sun.’


  Seeing the slight grimace on Nicole’s face, Richard laughed at himself and crossed the room to take her hand. ‘Come over here with me,’ he said, ‘and I will show you

  something really interesting.’


  They walked to the other side of the model and stood facing the Sun, halfway between the stars Sirius and Tau Ceti. ‘Wouldn’t it be fantastic if our Node really has

  moved,’ Richard said excitedly, ‘and we will see it again, over here, on the opposite side of our solar system?’


  Nicole laughed. ‘Of course,’ she said, ‘but we have absolutely no evidence . . .’


  ‘But we do have brains, and imaginations,’ Richard interrupted. ‘And The Eagle did tell us that the entire Node was capable of moving. It just seems to me . . .’

  Richard stopped in mid-sentence and then changed the subject slightly. ‘Haven’t you ever asked yourself,’ he said, ‘where our Rama spacecraft went, after we left The Node,

  during all those years that we were asleep? Suppose, for example, that the avians and the sessiles were picked up over here somewhere, around the Procyon binaries, perhaps, or maybe even over here,

  around Epsilon Eridani, which easily could have been on our trajectory. We know that there are planets around Eridani. At a significant fraction of the speed of light, Rama could have easily

  doubled back to the Sun . . .’


  ‘Hold it, Richard,’ Nicole said. ‘You’re way ahead of me on this subject. Why don’t we start at the beginning . . .’ She sat down on the platform in the

  interior of the model, next to a red ball elevated only a few centimetres by a very short rod, and crossed her legs. ‘If I understand your hypothesis, our current voyage will end at Tau

  Ceti?’


  Richard nodded. ‘The trajectory is too perfect for it to be a coincidence. We will reach Tau Ceti in another fifteen years or so, and I believe our experiment will be concluded.’


  Nicole groaned. ‘I’m already old,’ she said. ‘By then, if I’m even still alive, I’ll be as withered as a prune . . . Just out of curiosity, what do you think will

  happen to us after our “experiment is concluded”, as you put it?’


  ‘That’s where we need our imaginations . . . I suspect that we’ll be unloaded from Rama, but what happens to us next is completely open . . . I suppose our fate will be

  dependent in some way on what has been observed all this time . . .’


  ‘So you definitely agree with me that The Eagle and his buddies back at The Node have been watching us?’


  ‘Absolutely. They have made such a huge investment in this project . . . I’m certain they’re monitoring everything that’s going on here in Rama . . . I must admit

  I’m surprised that they have left us completely to our own devices and have never interfered in our affairs, but that must be their method.’


  Nicole was silent for a few seconds. She played absent-mindedly with the red ball beside her (Richard told her that it represented the star Epsilon Indi). ‘The judge in me,’ she said

  sombrely, ‘fears what any reasonable extraterrestrial would conclude about us, based on our behaviour in New Eden.’


  Richard shrugged. ‘We’ve been no worse in Rama than we have been for centuries on Earth . . . Besides, I can’t accept that any truly advanced aliens would be making such

  subjective judgments. If this process of observing spacefarers has been going on for tens of thousands of years, as The Eagle suggested, then the Ramans must have developed quantitative metrics for

  assessing all aspects of the civilizations they encounter . . . They are almost certainly more interested in our exact natures, and what this means in some larger sense, than whether we are bad or

  good.’


  ‘I suppose you’re right,’ Nicole said wistfully. ‘But it’s depressing that we, as a species, behave so barbarically, even when we are fairly certain we’re

  being observed.’ She paused and reflected. ‘So in your opinion our long interaction with the Ramans, beginning with that first spaceship over a hundred years ago, is almost

  over?’


  ‘I think so,’ Richard replied. ‘Somewhere in the future, possibly when we reach Tau Ceti, our part of this experiment will be concluded. My guess is that after all the data on

  the creatures currently inside Rama are entered in the Great Galactic Data Base, Rama will be emptied. Who knows, maybe soon thereafter this great cylindrical spacecraft will appear in another

  planetary system where a different spacefarer is living, and another cycle will begin.’


  ‘And that brings us back to my earlier question, which you really did not answer . . . What will happen to us then?’


  ‘Maybe we, or our offspring, will be sent on a slow journey back to the Earth . . . Or maybe we will be deemed expendable and terminated once all the data have been collected.’


  ‘Neither of those outcomes is very appealing,’ Nicole said. ‘And I must say that although I agree with you that we are heading for Tau Ceti, all the rest of your hypothesis

  strikes me as pure conjecture.’


  Richard grinned. ‘I have learned a lot from you, Nicole . . . Everything else in my hypothesis is intuitive. It feels right to me, based on everything I have learned about the

  Ramans.’


  ‘But wouldn’t it be more straightforward to imagine that the Ramans simply have way-stations scattered throughout the galaxy, and that the two nearest to us are at Sirius and Tau

  Ceti?’


  ‘Yes,’ Richard replied, ‘but my gut feel is that it’s unlikely. The Node was such an awesome engineering creation. If similar facilities exist every twenty or so

  light-years in the galaxy, there would be billions of them altogether . . . And remember, The Eagle definitely said The Node could move.’


  Nicole acknowledged to herself that it was unlikely that a facility as astonishing as The Node had been duplicated billions of times in some great cosmic assembly process. Richard’s

  hypothesis did make some sense. But how sad, Nicole thought briefly, that our entry in the galactic data base will contain so much negative information.


  ‘So where do the avians, sessiles, and our old friends the octospiders fit into your scenario?’ Nicole asked a minute later. ‘Are they just part of the same experiment, with

  us? . . . And if so, are you suggesting that there is also a colony of octos onboard and that we just haven’t met them yet?’


  Richard nodded again. ‘That conclusion is inescapable. If the final phase of each experiment is observing a representative sample of the spacefarers under controlled conditions, it makes

  sense that the octos are here also . . .’ He laughed nervously. ‘There may even be some of our same friends from Rama II on the spacecraft with us at this very moment.’


  ‘What a lovely set of ideas to think about before sleeping,’ Nicole said with a smile. ‘If you’re right, you and I have fifteen more years to spend on a spacecraft

  that’s inhabited not only by humans who want to capture and kill us, but also by huge, possibly intelligent arachnids whose nature we do not understand.’


  ‘Remember,’ Richard said with a grin, ‘I could be wrong.’


  Nicole stood up and walked toward the door.


  ‘Where are you going?’ Richard asked.


  ‘To my bed,’ Nicole replied with a laugh. ‘I think I’m developing a headache. I can only contemplate the infinite for a finite period of time.’
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  The next morning, when Nicole opened her eyes, Richard was standing over her holding two full backpacks. ‘We’re going to explore and

  look for octospiders,’ he said excitedly, ‘behind the black screen . . . I’ve left enough food and water to last Tammy and Timmy for two days and I’ve programmed Joan and

  Eleanor to find us if there is an emergency.’


  Nicole watched her husband closely while she was eating her breakfast. His eyes were full of energy and life. This is the Richard I remember the best, Nicole said to herself. Adventure

  has always been the most important component in his life.


  ‘I’ve been back here twice,’ Richard said as soon as they had ducked under the raised screen. ‘But I’ve never reached the end of this first passageway.’


  The screen had closed behind them, leaving Richard and Nicole in the dark. ‘There’s no problem with being trapped here on this side, is there?’ Nicole asked while they both

  checked their flashlights.


  ‘Not at all,’ Richard replied. ‘The screen will not raise or lower more often than once every minute or so. But if anyone or anything is still in this general area a minute

  from now, the screen will automatically lift again.’


  ‘Now, I should warn you before we start walking,’ he continued a few seconds later, ‘this is a very long passageway. I have followed it before, for at least a kilometre,

  and I have never found anything. Not even a turn-off. And there is absolutely no light. So the first part will be very boring – but it must eventually lead to something, for the biots

  bringing our supplies must be coming along this path.’


  Nicole took his hand in hers. ‘Just remember, Richard,’ she said easily. ‘We’re not as young as we once were.’


  Richard shone his flashlight first on Nicole’s hair, which was now completely grey, and then on his own grey beard. ‘We are a couple of old farts, aren’t we?’ he

  said gaily.


  ‘Speak for yourself,’ Nicole rejoined, squeezing his hand.


  The passageway was much longer than a kilometre. As Richard and Nicole trudged along, they talked mostly about his astonishing experiences in the second habitat. ‘I was absolutely

  terrified when the elevator door opened and I saw the myrmicats for the first time,’ Richard said.


  He had already finished describing to Nicole his stay with the avians and had just reached the point in his chronology where he had descended to the bottom of the cylinder. ‘I was

  literally frozen with fear. They were only three or four metres away. Both of them were staring at me. The creamy fluid in their huge oval lower eyes was moving from side to side, and the pairs of

  eyes up on the stalks were bending around to see me from another point of view.’ Richard shuddered. ‘I will never forget that moment.’


  ‘Now, let me make certain I have the biology straight,’ Nicole said a few minutes later, as they approached what appeared to be a branching in the underground corridor. ‘The

  myrmicats develop in the manna melons, live fairly short but highly active lives, and then die inside a sessile, where their entire life experiences, you theorise, are somehow added to the neural

  net’s base of knowledge. The life cycle completes when new manna melons grow in the interior of the sessiles. These fledgling creatures are then harvested at the appropriate time by the

  active myrmicat population.’


  Richard nodded. ‘That may not be exactly right,’ he said, ‘but it must be close.’


  ‘So what we’re missing is only the necessary set of conditions for the manna melons to begin the germination process?’


  ‘I was hoping you would help me with that puzzle,’ Richard said. ‘After all, Doctor, you are the only one of us with any formal biological training.’


  The corridor became a Y, each of the two continuations making a forty-five-degree angle with the long, straight passageway from their lair. ‘Which way, Cosmonaut des Jardins?’

  Richard asked with a smile, shining his flashlight in both directions. Neither of the two tunnels had a single distinguishing characteristic.


  ‘Let’s go to the left first,’ Nicole said a few seconds later after Richard had created an outline map in his portable computer. The left pathway started to change after only a

  few hundred metres. The corridor widened into a descending ramp that wound around an extremely thick pole and dropped at least a hundred metres deeper into the shell of Rama. As they climbed down,

  Richard and Nicole could see lights below them. At the bottom, they encountered a long, wide canal with broad, flat banks. To their left, they saw a pair of crab biots scuttling away from them on

  the opposite side of the canal, as well as a bridge in the distance, beyond the biots. To their right, a barge was moving down the canal, carrying a full load of diverse but unknown objects, grey

  and black and white in colour, to some ultimate destination in the underground world,
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