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  Epigraph


  


  Be thou, Spirit fierce,


  My spirit! be thou me, impetuous one!


  Drive my dead thoughts over the universe,


  Like witherd leaves, to quicken a new birth;


  And, by the incantation of this verse,


  Scatter, as from an unextinguishd hearth


  Ashes and sparks, my words among mankind!


  Be through my lips to unawakend earth


  The trumpet of a prophecy! O Wind,


  If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?


  From the final verse of Percy Bysshe Shelleys


  Ode to the West Wind


  This book is dedicated to Sister Hilda,


  late of Anchor Hold-over-Europa.


  Good friend and teacher


  Wise guide and counsellor


  Strong as the strung bow of Odysseus chasing demons,


  Gentle as the Great Mother you so loved to quote.


  In gratitude.


  Hera Melhuish





  


  


  


  


  Introduction


  


  


  


  


  The book you are now reading reveals the experiences of Dr Hera Melhuish during her last few months on the planet Paradise. Dr Melhuish, let us recall, was the last human being
  to escape from Paradise. None have returned since and none will ever do so, for that planet is now closed to us. Absolutely. Thus this biography, as much the biography of that world as of the
  woman, while it does not end in death, has something equally final about it.


  It will come as a surprise to some readers that a writer such as myself, better known (if known at all) as a writer of fiction for children, should now turn my hand to a work of non-fiction, a
  biographical work no less. In explanation let me say that this was not an honour I sought. The invitation to collaborate with Dr Melhuish was completely unforeseen. However, it arrived on my desk
  during one of the dark periods of my creative life  a time that all writers know well  when I was full of doubt and seeking a new direction. Thus the timing of her letter, as with so
  much else concerning Paradise, had a certain appropriateness.


  At that time my knowledge of Dr Hera Melhuish consisted only of what was available on the public record. She had been director of the Observation, Regeneration and Botanic Expansion (ORBE)
  project on Paradise at the time of the planets Disestablishment. Dismissed from this position for alleged misconduct, she nevertheless contrived to return to the planet on a solo mission and
  was, for a significant time, the only human being there. After a near-fatal accident, Dr Melhuish was joined by her research assistant Mack  of whom more later. Together they
  discovered, and saved, the last living example of the Dendron Peripatetica, hitherto believed extinct. Later Mack died after encountering a rogue Michelangelo-Reaper, and Hera continued
  her journey alone across this now hostile planet. She was finally rescued just before the shuttle platform over Paradise began its final disintegration.


  These are the bare bones of Dr Melhuishs story. However, it was the live transmission of the programme called The Saving of the Dendron which most caught the attention of the
  general public. Many of you will remember this programme, which was in continuous transmission for almost three days and did more to awaken public awareness of the deep issues behind our journeying
  into space than the thousands of documents issued annually by the Space Council.


  For me, this broadcast was a seminal moment in my life. For the first time I witnessed the kind of contact with an alien life form that I had dreamed about since being a child. Not only did the
  Dendron fulfil the deepest needs of my imagination, but I was one of those many viewers who felt the impact of the creatures psychic presence at the moment of its severance. We were
  attending a birth, and while the delight of that moment has dimmed over time, its memory lingers in the most private parts of my being. It was a very pure and personal contact, and any doubts I may
  have had concerning the cultural importance of alien contact were dispelled by what I saw and felt. In those few moments I became vividly aware of the possibilities offered by our venture into
  space, and at the same time critical of what we had accomplished to date.


  Before making a formal acceptance of Dr Melhuishs offer, I reviewed the tri-vid The Saving of the Dendron. I also read most of Dr Melhuishs published works, and this
  almost undid the entire project for I discovered that Hera Melhuish is herself a fine writer. I could not understand why she could not undertake the task herself. For those who do not know her
  work, Tales of Io and Me is a delightful collection of bedtime stories for children. They have as their heroine a certain little girl who, not unlike their author, travels widely, having
  adventures in strange places. Of Canals and Caves is a personal memoir which gives a spirited account of Heras diving explorations in the deep subterranean lakes on Mars and her
  discovery there of the luminous burrow worms. In Beyond Orion, written shortly after she joined the ORBE project on Paradise, Hera offers her vision of the possibilities for space travel
  via fractal gates and our responsibilities concerning alien contact. In sum, the scathing prose of her political pamphlet Saving Gaia is matched by the light-hearted humour of her
  various stories for children. Stirring stuff! I found in these books a breadth of vision which I could share.


  At the end of my reading I wrote to Hera. I had three main concerns. Firstly, I freely admitted that my scientific knowledge is superficial. What I do not know, I invent  a practice well
  suited to fiction but hardly acceptable for a scientific inquiry. Secondly, I felt Dr Melhuish, on the evidence of her own works, was well qualified to handle her own story. And finally, why me? My
  strengths, such as they are, are in the fanciful, the dark and the mysterious. When I come down to earth I become leaden. I prefer the storm to the rainbow. I have also been criticized because my
  stories are pagan in background and savage in event. In sum, I could name ten or twenty writers whom I would regard as more qualified than me to tell her biography. But of course it was not really
  a biography that she wanted; it was an evocation.


  Her reply to me was characteristically direct.


  
    
      To hell with the science. You can leave that to me, not that there will be much science in the story I want to tell. The nearest we will come to physics is pataphysics! If
      we talk briefly about the survival of the fittest, we will talk longer about love and courage, reason and sacrifice.


      The first thing to realize is that most of the things that happened on Paradise can not be explained in a rational way  which is not to say they dont have a reason. Paradise
      was never rational in our way, and the challenge is to understand it in its own terms. That in turn will tell us about the greater reality of the universe.


      You wonder why I do not write my own story. The truth is I have tried many times  but am too close to it. When I try to write about those days, I find myself so close to the events
      that I become like a log of wood in the fire, unable to help myself or stop the burning. There is so much I want to tell. I want to reveal why Paradise was disestablished in the first place
       that itself is a dirty story, and I to my shame was no saint. I want to convey the impact Earth had on that solitary world and how it learned to respond in self-defence. I want to tell
      what it was like to stand inside the living body of a Dendron as its codds beat to survive. I want to tell why I am covered with the dark stains of the weeping Michelangelo, and to tell in
      detail what happened to Mack, who is the unsung hero of all my adventures.


      Let me confess something. At the inquiry after my rescue from Paradise I said that Mack was killed by a Michelangelo-Reaper. That is not strictly true. Mack, who was dearer to me than my own
      shadow, chose to join with the Reaper, while I, who loved him and Paradise more than myself and would have stayed there willingly as a slave if need be, was, in effect, dismissed both by him
      and the planet. My consolation has been my memories and my awareness that They also serve who only stand and wait. It was the pain and privacy of that parting which kept me silent
      for many years. Can you understand that? I think you can for it is womens logic, as old as time. But I knew I would have to speak out one day. Well, now is the time. Now, like the
      Ancient Mariner, I feel an irresistible urge to tell my tale. And you must help me. You must question me until, like the sea in Yvegenys poem, I begin to yield up my monsters.


      Whatever else it does, the writing must convey the deeper, more imaginative order which underlies all those experiences. I have admired your books, enjoying the strange creatures you create
      from your imagination, your sense of wonder, as well as your willingness to acknowledge the darkness that can hide in the heart of man. If your style is slightly old-fashioned, as some of your
      critics maintain, that to me is an advantage, as is your gentle wit. In sum, I feel confident you are the best equipped person to tell this story. And if it is more understood by the children,
      well so be it.

    

  


  Receiving this letter, I felt as though a door into a secret garden had opened before me. I did not hesitate. I stepped through.


  A few days later I set off to visit Hera. I wanted to arrange how we were to proceed. And, to be frank, I was more than a little curious to know what she would be like in the flesh.


  I was, of course, familiar with the tri-vid images of her: short of stature even for a woman, fine features, a stubborn jaw, enviably slim and with her long hair drawn back and pinned so tightly
  as to give her face an Asian cast. Even soused and gleaming with the sap of the Dendron, as I first saw her in the tri-vid, she nevertheless managed to convey a somewhat neat and prim
  impression.


  Much of all this remains. She has neither put on weight or dwindled, and her voice for the most part retains a deep cultured tone. But the marks of Paradise are on her  her love
  bites or  tear-stains, as she calls them. One is on the forehead and one on her right cheek. Her neck and arms are also marked, as is, she informs me, the rest of her body.
  These marks have become darker with the passing of the years. Sometimes they become sore and angry  at which times strange things must be happening on Paradise, for it is reaching out and
  afflicting her. If, when this resonance is really severe, she turns her gaze on you, she can, without meaning to, seem to stare coldly through you. It is the imperious look of a hawk or a basilisk.
  And she will apologize for this when she sees you fidget. At those times, as I eventually came to understand, she is resonating  a very important word if you wish to understand Dr Hera
  Melhuish  by which she means that she is both here and there, experiencing direct communion with distant Paradise while sitting in your workroom. It took me a long time to accept this, and
  even now I do not really understand who or what she is communicating with. Lastly, as regards her primness, you will discover if you read on that there is nothing prim about Hera Melhuish 
  far from it.


  However, it is the raw energy of the woman which provides the most abiding memory and for which I was unprepared. It is there at all times, whether making a sketch with quick deft strokes or
  cackling at some bawdy memory, gesticulating wildly for emphasis or pinning you with her bright eyes. That energy, she informs me, is the wild spirit of the Dendron, which she received into her
  mind and body and is now lodged there, and which may, as she avers, keep her alive for many years or snuff her out without warning, perhaps by accident through an excess of love. Suffice to say
  that it is the loving, spirited Dendron rather than the dread Michelangelo which is the true alien in her, and for that we should be glad.


  We agreed upon a procedure. Hera would talk and I would record her words and ask questions to draw her out. The talk could ramble, following its own logic. No topic, no matter how intimate, was
  off limits. And we would keep going until we had reached agreement or impasse. Arguing was also anticipated and proved unavoidable. We would meet as often as necessary.


  In this way raw material was generated, which I could then edit and shape as I saw fit. The style of the writing was left up to me. Heras preference was for me to tell a story and to
  treat her as I would a character in a novel. This proved remarkably easy.


  However, as I discovered more about Paradise and Hera, my view of the narrative changed. Sometimes, when describing events, Hera attained a clarity that I could never have matched in
  composition. I saw no need to improve upon what nature had supplied. Thus I have frequently used her words as spoken during our interviews. Also, to give a clearer image of Paradise, I have
  included a short collection of documents selected from writers who had firsthand experience of that planet. These include stories written by young Sasha Malik, who was born on Paradise, as well as
  passages from the daybooks of the agricultural pioneers Mayday and Marie Newton and some personal speculations by the late Professor Israel Shapiro. These documents, gathered at the end of the
  book, will I hope add variety and background to the story.


  Hera also wished me to avoid specialist scientific vocabulary. We are not writing a textbook, she said on more than one occasion. Keep it simple and sweet. Thus,
  while I might have relished sounding erudite, you will find that I frequently refer to the creatures of Paradise as plants rather than bio-forms or some such equally neutral term. I do this simply
  because that is how they were most often seen and spoken about, even by specialists. But this must not blind us to the fact that, while there are distinct parallels with the botanic life of Earth,
  when we speak of the entities of Paradise we are dealing with life forms which derive from a wholly alien environment.


  Initially we met at Heras small apartment on Anchor Hold-over-Europa. Later, as the project neared completion, we met at my studio on Albertini-over-Terra. During each visit Hera would
  read and correct what I had written. I was glad to observe that, as we progressed in the project, her corrections became less  a sure sign that either I was becoming more accurate as I grew
  to know my subject, or that she was forgetting and letting the imaginative world of fiction become the truth.


  One difficulty we encountered from the outset was that, as a consequence of her calamitous departure from Paradise, Hera had lost all her notebooks, diaries, memos of meetings, personal records,
  sketches, photographs and so forth. They are still down there no doubt, on Paradise, preserved in that lacquered state in which Paradise embalms all things of Earth. And so we talked. We talked
  long and late. We talked until I began to see through her eyes. Sometimes we talked until there were no more words and we just stared out into space or fell asleep where we sat.


  I am not the Spirit Wild that Shelley speaks of in his Ode to the West Wind, the poem which Hera chose to open her story. But this book is. As Hera stated during one
  of our meetings, I hope the book will help us think about what we are and how we fit into the vast scheme of things. What we need now is not more knowledge, but to understand what we already
  know.


  I wish to conclude this introduction with two quite different images.


  The first is taken from a drawing which Hera made during her first visit to my studio on Albertini. She called the sketch The Horse and the Woodpecker, and I have it framed on the wall
  before me even as I write.


  The sketch depicts two women  they could be sisters separated by a decade  sitting together at a wooden table. The room in which they sit is my studio  a bit junk-strewn,
  very cluttered, with books covering one wall and a transcriber tucked away in an alcove away from the window. There is an empty bottle of wine on the floor and a half-full bottle on the table
  between the women. Their heads are almost touching as they study a sketch that the older woman is drawing. It is a Dendron in motion, its crest high and its flags waving. And yes, lest there be any
  confusion, I am the somewhat horsy one in the picture, and Hera the quick woodpecker.


  Behind the women, beyond the curved translucent wall, is the busy darkness of space, sparkling with stars and enlivened by the sudden flashes of the Manson screen as it randomizes particles that
  could threaten our small haven. In the centre hangs the lapis lazuli disc of the Earth  blue and white and wholly beautiful in the full light of the sun.


  But they are not looking at the Earth. They are many light years away in their minds, talking about Paradise. I hope you will think of this homely image when the going gets hard and we retreat
  from the comfortable and human.


  My second image is more abstract. It is that of a labyrinth.


  A labyrinth is not a maze, it is a journey. You begin by facing your desire, whether it be to find yourself, or Jerusalem, or enlightenment, and you follow a path of knowledge. Once committed
  you can not leave that path. Sometimes it is direct and your destination is clear before you. At other times it leads you to the side, and this is a time for reflection and the discovery of wider
  perspectives. Sometimes it seems to lead you directly away from your hearts desire, and that is a dark night of the soul, a time of severe testing when your closest companion is despair. But
  always the path of the labyrinth turns again. It approaches the point from which you began, but it is a new point, a new departure. And eventually, by being persistent, you find your way to your
  hearts desire.


  That, at days end, is how I have come to see this work, and how I invite you to understand it.


  

  
  We begin with an introduction to Paradise.





  


  


  


  


  PART ONE


  The Political Tale





  


  


  


  


  1


  Concerning Paradise


  


  


  


  


  Paradise was named by the captain of the prospect ship Scorpion, the first craft to make its way there from the fractal gate Proxima MINADEC-over-Phobos. The
  captains name was Estelle Richter and she was just nineteen years old! We should remember that in the early days of fractal travel only the young could cope with the stress of passing
  through the fractal threshold. Why? Opinions, as they say, differ, but what is certain is that the young are more fearless, more optimistic, more confident of their sexual power and less weighted
  down by guilt than their jaded elders, and these qualities were important in the early days of fractal travel  and still are, for they diminish the risk of nightmare.


  The Scorpion emerged from the temporary fractal gate established above the new world, and its crew found themselves staring out at a shining green and blue planet with twin moons.


  Early indications of the planet were very positive. Measurements were made by means of an unmanned probe which touched down on the surface, first at a river delta and then at several other
  locations including the mountain tops and mid-ocean. But it was obvious to anyone who cared to look that the planet contained life. It was there in the dynamic swirling clouds, in the shining lakes
  reflecting the sun, in the deep blue wind-ruffled seas and the vivid green of the land.


  Can we for a moment imagine the excitement of those young pioneers, as they gathered together to see the results of all the automatic diagnostic tests? Though the new planet was just a little
  smaller than Mars, its gravity was only slightly less than Earth normal. Good for sport and Scorpion-cramped limbs. The air was  yes, astonishingly  breathable, according to
  analysis. It was perhaps even tonic, being a bit richer in oxygen. And that was indeed H2O in the seas and rivers, not blue acid. And look at the tall trees, which reached up
  with broad flat leaves. Look at the high waves crashing on the shore and the lime-green meadows where you could follow the footsteps of the wind as it swirled up into the hills . . . Look at the
  red flowers bobbing like balloons in the valleys! All the colours could have been taken from a childs palette. Strange only were the faint shimmering lines of energy, like the fading pattern
  of a rainbow, in the misty valleys; that, and the total absence of animals. There were no insects either, or nibbling fish. Flowers without insects? Seas without fish? Why? Why? How? Captain
  Estelle Richter did not delay but decided to investigate immediately.


  As a name, Paradise was a happy choice. Unlike most worlds, this planet was not hostile to the kind of life that we represent. In ways beyond analysis, the air was sweet to breathe, the water
  pure to the taste, the seas buoyant, and there was a springy dense grass (later called brevet) for a tumble  and perhaps most extraordinary of all, fruits which were found to be edible.


  The popular story is that it was Captain Estelle who picked and nibbled the first Paradise plum. The plum tree was growing by the shore close to where they had landed. She stared up into its
  branches and then in a single act of defiance, in contravention of all contact protocols and common sense, she reached up among the dark spade-shaped leaves and, as she reportedly said later, the
  fruit seemed to leap into her hand. She bit into its flesh before anyone could stop her. The juice in her mouth startled her and the perfume made her senses reel, and she ate the
  entire fruit  licking her fingers  including the seeds, which she crunched and swallowed. Was woman ever so giddy and bold? Then, before the eyes of her astonished crew,
  she confidently removed her survival suit and waded naked into the sea, trailing her fingers behind her in the water, saying  if we are to believe the story  Look at me.
  Im Aphrodite. And Im reclaiming Paradise. A symbolic act if ever there was one. Thus was the planet named, and a physical contact not too far removed from both baptism and the
  act of lovemaking took place. I suspect that in making her remarks Captain Estelle was remembering a wonderful painting by Botticelli. It is doubtful that the name Paradise had any specific
  biblical connotations for the young captain, or that in seeking out fruit she was consciously mirroring the actions of our mother Eve.


  I am struck by the contrast between these young adventurers and the staunch early astronauts from Earth who left their flags and bootprints and cars on the Moon. What a contrast too between
  new-found Paradise and the molten or freezing, harsh, dark and sterile worlds the crew visited most frequently. Her companions did not delay but stripped off and followed their leader into the sea.
  There is an old saying, Innocence begets innocence. If we believe this, then we can be confident that there was no damage done in this first meeting of species. But how interesting it
  would have been to peer into the mind of Paradise at the moment when Estelle bit the fruit or breasted the sea, for I am sure those contacts were keenly felt in that psychically alive and innocent
  world.


  As Estelle later explained, When we came to leave I had one last swim. I have never felt such well-being. And that evidently was what the crew of the Scorpion and most
  subsequent visitors felt during their first contact. I say most because a small but significant number of people have always found Paradise an uncomfortable place to dwell.


  I am saddened to report that the log of the Scorpion, as well as other early visual recordings of Paradise (including details of its subsequent commercial exploitation) were lost in the
  catastrophic fire which destroyed the entire Proxima MINADEC-over-Phobos torus. The rumour, widely believed at the time, was that the fire was the result of arson, and though this was never proved
  it is a fact that the directors of MINADEC (once the Mineral and Natural Resource Development Company) were under investigation for tax evasion and improper use of their prospect licence. The loss
  of these early records is irredeemable, and one can only lament that, as with Heras own documentation, the records of Paradise have an awkward habit of vanishing.


  Within months of the Scorpions visit, the planet was being opened up commercially. MINADEC had a fifty-year licence for all its activities.


  The miners, prospectors and lumberjacks that MINADEC sent to Paradise, while we know they visited and left their mark on almost every part of that planet, left few written accounts 
  graffiti apart. Their culture was essentially oral. It thrived at the well head and the pit face, round the campfires and in the mess huts. And, like so much else of value, it died with them. We
  have some of their songs and drawings and letters  and of course there are the eye-witness accounts written by young Sasha Malik, whose works we will dip into later. Many of the names used
  by the prospectors and miners became established. Thus the two moons which liven the night sky are called Gin and Tonic. The continents were named after certain distinguishing features. Chain, for
  instance, when seen from the air, can be seen to be a long thin continent with many promontories and inland lakes. Hammer and neighbouring Anvil require more imaginative interpretations to see the
  likeness. The continent called Horse has one large headland which does, somewhat, resemble the head of a horse, and Ball is, well, Ball is circular, and that is all that one can say. Some islands
  are named after composers, some after the names of settlers, some after hometowns on Earth (such as New Syracuse), and some features, like Baby Cry Falls, record important events such as the birth
  of the first child on Paradise.


  Upon expiry of the commercial licence, Paradise was thrown open to agricultural colonists. Among these, one couple, Mayday and Marie Newton, wrote a daybook, in which they set down in homely
  detail the day-to-day life of the pioneer farmers. These men and women, apart from being visionaries with an urge to build families and create a new world, and who shared a common love of Paradise,
  were all trained in the basic arts of survival. They could both butcher and nurture. But by the time of their arrival I suspect that Paradise was already turning against invaders.


  Despite their best efforts, agriculture on Paradise became harder as the years passed, and no one could explain why. During the first fifty years of colonization, the animals  initially
  imported in embryo and raised with care  failed to prosper and eventually the last goats and horses died out.


  Fresh seed stock was brought in from Earth but this too, after initial success, gradually failed. Fruit would not set and seeds would not germinate, or when they did were sickly. The formation
  of the Observation, Regeneration and Botanic Expansion project was the result of efforts to bring scientific expertise to bear on this problem.


  The failure of ORBE to make any significant difference to the agricultural situation was initially blamed on the lack of suitable equipment. Later it was claimed that its founder, Professor
  Israel Shapiro, was only interested in his own research and had no real sympathy for the agricultural colonists dilemma. From my reading, I would say that that is putting the matter mildly.
  He made it clear on numerous occasions that he found the presence of the aggies on Paradise irksome.


  On the death of Shapiro, Dr Hera Melhuish became head of the ORBE project. She held this position for eleven stormy years. But even she, despite many initiatives, could not halt the gradual
  agricultural decline.


  And so we come to the fatal year: the year of Disestablishment.


  When we enter her story, Dr Hera Melhuish is feeling well pleased with herself. After months of debate she has managed to defeat proposals which would have opened Paradise to
  tourism. Moreover the ORBE project research, if not spectacular, is stable and well funded. Her own programme of native out-planting is going well. Her delight in Paradise is as great as that of
  Marie Newton or the young Estelle Richter, though her aims are vastly different.


  And now she is doing what she most enjoys: working in the garden as she called it. It is a fine sunny morning and she is outside, her sleeves rolled up, tending the plants of
  Paradise.





  

  

  

  

  2


  Political Games


  

  

  

  

  Hera was working at the southern tip of Royal Straits, at the dangerous place where the island of Lennon comes closest to the steep cliffs of Horse. It is dangerous because of
  the rip tide that comes roaring through the narrow strait when the two moons of Paradise are pulling together. This is, of course, also a time of extreme low tide, and that was why Hera and her
  student assistant were there. They were trying to establish a new submarine seedbed for the spongy green pancake wrack which had once been common in that region but was now, like so much else, in
  decline.


  The work was going well on that fine sunny morning when the peaceful routine was broken by the shrill bleep-bleep of a high-priority call demanding attention. The student worker, on
  shore and unpacking supplies at the time, took the message. It was from Hemi Katene, the administrator at ORBE HQ, and he was asking to speak to Hera urgently.


  That lady was some fifty feet out from the shore, down on her knees, leaning over the side of one of the flat-bottomed barges used for marine work. She was reaching out, her arms brown in the
  clear water, and trying to attach a cable to bolts bedded in a rock just under the surface. The boat bobbed under her, striking her uncomfortably under the arms and splashing water up into her
  face. Reluctantly Hera was coming to the decision that she would have to don a wetsuit and plunge fully into the water.


  Tell him Im busy, she called through clenched teeth and without looking up. Time was short as this particular rock only became accessible at extreme low tide.


  He says its urgent, called the student worker, raising the radio phone above her head and waving it.


  The loop in the cable passed over the bolt head and Hera began to screw it tight. OK, Im coming, she called, Be there in a mo. She completed a twist where
  strands of wire were sticking out sharply  they had already scratched her arm  and snipped off the pointed parts and twisted them under. Satisfied, she loosened the anchor rope and
  started to pull the barge back to the shore. Thisd better be good, she said as she climbed out onto the rocks and accepted the phone. You go out there and take over.
  Ive got the first two ends tied but we need to secure the central piece. And watch out for the bloody wire ends.


  The student set off and Hera climbed up to where she could sit on one of the rocks and dry out in the sun. Hello there, Hemi. This is Hera. Whats the trouble?


  Yeah, sorry to bother you, but its pretty important, eh? Ive just had a call from Captain Abhuradin. Priority alph


  Shes not still going on about that tourism proposal is she? I thought wed scotched that one.


  No, no. This is something else. No details as yet but, according to Abhuradin, shes just received a message from Space Council head office. Evidently the Economic Subcommittee has
  just come out of a long session. Theyve passed a resolution suggesting that three planet colonies be disestablished  and we are one of them.


  What?


  Yes. The recommendation is due to be discussed at a full Council meeting in a few weeks and if it is passed then it will be actioned immediately. Part of the new fast-track
  initiatives.


  But they cant just


  I know, thats what I said. But it is definite. Old Ahabs no happier than you are. She wants to see you as soon as possible. This afternoon if you can get back here.
  Therell be a shuttle waiting.


  Hera was silent for a moment. She didnt trust snap announcements like this. In her experience, they usually meant that someone had been plotting for quite a while and now was striking
  fast to minimize resistance. The fact that it was the Economic Subcommittee that had come up with the proposal made matters worse. That committee had become more militant of late, the result of a
  change of head, a new broom sweeping clean. Some woman (Hera had been told her name but had forgotten it), a hardliner by repute, had taken over. No doubt they had been stewing over the latest
  production statistics for Paradise. When did Abhuradin hear the news?


  Just a short time ago, she said.


  She hasnt been sitting on it?


  Look, Ive no idea. But I dont think so. She didnt sound happy, I can tell you that.


  Does anyone else know?


  No. Dont think so. Alpha coding, so thats just us. She didnt want to tell me, but I told her you were out in the field and probably wouldnt respond unless you
  knew what the fuss was.


  Yeah. Good lad. OK. Im on my way. Call all the heads of departments in. Tell them to drop whatever they are doing and, if they are within three hours flying time, to get
  back to HQ pronto. If not, tell them to stand by for a tri-vid link. Dont tell them what the issue is. I dont want a lot of gabble on the airwaves until weve had a chance to
  talk. I want a quick meeting before I go up top. And you start gathering statistics. Usual stuff  number of out-plantings, endangered species, economies of scale and so on. And get on to the
  hospital too; get any info you can on how the anti-toxin programme is working.


  Will do.


  Ill give you an ETA as soon as Im airborne. Weve got a battle on our hands, sunshine.


  She broke contact.


  The student working out on the barge called across the water to her: Bad news?


  Ive got to get back to HQ, answered Hera. She glanced at her watch. Im going to have to leave you here. Youll have to camp out overnight.


  The student grinned. Suits me, she said. They had planned to camp anyway, so the tents were already up and there was food.


  I reckon youve got two hours maximum working time before the tide changes. When the tide does turn, get out of it. Dont play silly buggers. All right? Winch the barge
  up like I showed you and then climb up as high as you can and get round to where the strait narrows. Enjoy the view. When the surge comes it is one of the sights of Paradise. It comes right through
  here. A twenty-foot wave, breaking all the way. You wont regret it.


  With that Hera ran over to the small cove where they had moored the powerboat. She spread its solar panels and engaged the engine.


  Ill send the cutter back for you tomorrow, she called, and with a wave was on her way, skimming over the surface of the shallow straits. Low tide was a dangerous time and
  she stood on a toolbox to look out for the warning sign of waves breaking on water. A strong sea was running against her in the middle of the strait, but once she had bounced through that she
  rounded the headland where the calypso lilies trailed their long fronds in the water, and was gone.


  At the Calypso Station, itself no more than a radio point and a landing pad, she took the survey and survival (SAS) flyer and was in the air in minutes.


  The meeting got under way as soon as Hera arrived at ORBE HQ. Those section chiefs who were too far away were already linked by tri-vid, and could be seen in miniature, sitting
  atop their projection mats with backgrounds of desert or jungle or mountain peak behind them.


  All members of the ORBE project were field workers; all were used to living rough and taking care of themselves  and they were not unused to emergencies either. Hair pinned up or
  shaven-headed, stubble-jawed or bearded, they arrived as they were, in their work clothes, which could be anything from full protection suits if they were working amid dangerous plants like the
  sugar lilies or the umbrella trees, or in a variety of brightly coloured shirts and shorts if they had been in the fields or greenhouses. Hera was typical, her greying hair held back by a red
  bandanna and her trousers stained from contact with the dark green pancake wrack.


  She outlined the situation quickly, for there was little to say and no new messages had arrived. So I wanted to talk to everyone. Get some feedback from you on how we ought to deal with
  this. Weve faced emergencies before, and come out all right, but this is a bit more radical. Obviously, the first thing we need to do is get more info on what the proposal actually is. We
  dont know what we are fighting until we know exactly what those monkeys on the Economic Subcommittee are suggesting. There was a murmur of agreement from round the table.
  Right. But we must not just stand back and wait until they respond. We know enough already. We know the kinds of minds we are dealing with. We know that we are not loved by those who cannot
  see the trees for the timber. And if Ahab is right, we only have a few weeks, and that means that someone is manipulating the timetable behind the scenes. Were on a war footing from now on,
  lads and lasses. We are going to need all the friends in high places we can get, so get your address books out. And lets not be downhearted  weve fought battles before, and have
  won, and we do have plenty of friends. So. OK. Any comments?


  For most of the people at the table the news was such a shock that they were having trouble getting their heads round it. They sputtered rather than fired.


  Surely what they are doing is unconstitutional, said Tania Kowalski, a tough-looking biochemist who had seen action among the dying sequoia of northern California, and who knew all
  about legal battles.


  I doubt it, replied Hera. These are the ones who write the rules. Theyre all lawyers and accountants. Theyll be working within guidelines. The most we might be
  able to do is challenge those guidelines. But that takes time.


  Well, lodge a protest anyway, said Tania. Let them know theyre in for a fight. Well sort out the details later.


  Point taken. Make a note, Hemi.


  Peter Knight, a young specialist in land reclamation who had only been part of the ORBE team for a few months, raised his hand. Cant we get them out here? Just show them what we
  are doing. Take them round. Show them the Largo Archipelago where the MINADEC chemical dump was. What youve done there is fantastic. Get them to see it. Once they see what we are doing
  theyll change their minds. We did that on Mirabai when we had a funding crisis and it worked.


  Hera smiled a weary smile. Theyll have done their homework, Peter. Theyll know all about Paradise. To them the situation is cut and dried. Theyll have looked at how
  much the Paradise colony costs in subsidies and maintenance. Theyll have weighed those against alternative demands for capital investment  new planets waiting to be opened up 
  and against the income and advantage derived from the present investment in Paradise. And thats it. As far as they are concerned this planet is in deficit. A generation or two ago this would
  not have happened. She looked round the room and those who had spent longest working on Paradise, and knew its history, nodded. But now? Hera looked at Peter Knight.
  Heres an irony for you, Dr Knight. The ORBE project owes its existence to a resolution passed by that same Economic Subcommittee almost thirty years ago. Peters surprise
  showed on his face. Yes. Its origin was not to do with ecology  that was the slant that Prof Shapiro gave it. Originally the ORBE project was created to solve the problems that were
  developing in Paradises agro-economy. And that is why the Econ Com lawyers always think of us as troubleshooters  green marines, forest fixers, you name it. Hera gestured to
  the sky in disgust. And you are absolutely right, Peter: they dont know the full story about what we do on Paradise, but thats not for lack of us trying to explain. Weve
  had delegations and fact-finding missions by the bucketload. The last was just eight months ago.


  One of the ORBE workers who had joined by tri-vid, Rita Honeyball, cut into the conversation. Hera love, you could solve this problem in one hit. Do we have any good news on the Paradise
  plum? If we could give them a Paradise plum for breakfast theyd be eating out of our snapsa. Theyd be falling over themselves to invest again.


  Hera grinned. Keep it clean, Rita. And then she turned and pointed to a tall spectacled man wearing the traditional white lab coat of a technician. Moritz? What news on the
  plum? Have you got a miracle for us?


  Moritz stood up and spread his hands. He spoke quickly but with a heavy accent. Well. Progress we are making, yes. We know the toxins in the fruit yes, but . . . they change, they change
  so fast. Occasionally we have fruit without toxin. But plum next to it has double dose. How is done is a mystery . . .


  So the answers no, is it, Moritz? asked Rita.


  Yes. No. It is. Hera addressed Peter Knight again. So there you have it. The problem in a nutshell. Bio-forms mutating faster than we can keep up. We dont know quite
  whats gone wrong here but we believe that given time we can find out.


  Hemi had been trying to catch Heras attention for some time. He seized his chance. Message came in a few minutes ago. The shuttles just landing. Itll take off as soon
  as you are aboard.


  Wish me luck, said Hera, looking round the sombre faces, and she picked up her papers from the table. Ill report back tonight.


  Before you go . . . the voice was a rumble and came from Pietr Z, a big man with a spade-shaped grizzled beard and long hair coiled in a knot held in place with a goose quill. No
  one could ever pronounce his last name to his satisfaction, so he had given up and just used Z. Pietr had been one of the founder members of the ORBE project. He was slowly spoken and could not be
  rushed.


  Well Ive got began Hera.


  Youve got time to listen to what I have to say. From what you tell us, they may try to disestablish this lovely planet because it is not economic. It may or may not be, we
  dont know. But if it is disestablished for economic reasons, that may be its saviour. Hera, who had been tapping the table with her papers anxious to get going, stopped and looked at
  him, as did all the others round the table. Personally I dont give a toss whether there are aggies here or not, as long as they leave the umbrella trees alone. He paused,
  tugged on his beard and glanced round with a fierce and angry look, leaving no one in any doubt about what he would do if someone did interfere with his beloved palms. But if they do close
  down the commercial side, they could leave us intact. We could survive. We only cost a few beans, less than the Space Councils booze bill, and perhaps without worrying about quotas we could
  even get more work done. So listen, young Hera. Dont you go blowing up and getting stirred up and waving your arms like a windmill. You push for us to stay and ditch the rest.


  There were nods of agreement from many members, though those who were involved most closely with the farming projects shook their heads. We ought to talk to the farmers before we say
  anything, one of them called. Have they been contacted yet?


  But his voice was drowned out by Pietr Z, who had now stood up. And one more thing. You take that ridiculous headband off and make yourself look pretty. Put a bit of make-up on like that
  lovely Captain Abracadabra. She knows how to dress for a party. She makes a man feel good just looking at her, eh boys? And you never know, she might just spring a tri-vid link on you and you
  dont want to speak to the secretary general looking like Sinbad the Pirate. There, Ive finished.


  Some of the people looked away to hide their laughter. Heras lips pursed. And then she too smiled and nodded. The point that Pietr had made about the tri-vid was true. And it was well
  known that there was no love lost between Hera and Captain Abhuradin, the manager of the platform. Thank you, Pietr. Ill bear what you say in mind. Now Im off to the powder
  room  for gunpowder.


  And she left.


  While she could not, nor had she any desire to, emulate Captain Abhuradin, Hera did keep the shuttle waiting while she showered and yes, she did put some make-up on, as well as
  her dress uniform, which she had not worn for eight months.


  How do I look? she asked Hemi. Would Pietr approve?


  To hell with Pietr, said Hemi. Id take you out on a date any time. Ive just had a call from up above, wanting to know where you were. Theyre getting
  anxious.


  And?


  There was a lot of static on the line, but I told her you were busy but wouldnt be long. Good luck.


  Hemi watched her go. There was this to be said for Hera, he thought, sizing her up with the eyes of the young and hungry, She actually has no idea that shes attractive. Slim,
  light of step, never has to diet  bit old for me, but hey, if I was fifty . . .


  The waiting shuttle was one of the small six-seaters  fast and economical. Hera lay back, felt the pop in her ears as the pressure doors sealed, and then was pressed back in her couch by
  the acceleration. When she stepped out onto the shuttle platform a few minutes later, the captain was waiting to greet her, poised and graceful as ever and with her long dark hair pinned up
  neatly.


  At last, she said. I was beginning to wonder what had happened to you. That young fellow who takes your messages . . .


  Hemi. He is my administrator.


  Yes, Hemi. Did he give you all my messages?


  As far as I know?


  Did he tell you Ive booked a fractal link-thru to Space Central?


  No, he didnt tell me that.


  Well I have. Its in about five minutes. That was why I was getting worried. I didnt think it would take you so long. I was dreading youd turn up dressed in overalls
  and sandals.


  If Id known there was a link-thru planned I would. You should have told me.


  Yes, I dont know what happened there. Ill check with my secretary. Anyway, as luck has it the times between here and Central are nearly in sync at present. They are bit
  ahead of us so they will all have had their dinner  which may be to our advantage. She paused, obviously relieved, and then added. Well, you are here now. Its a long
  time since Ive seen you wearing your uniform. It suits you. You should wear it more often. Just a minute, you have your collar twisted. The captain insisted on straightening the
  collar and smoothing the shoulders.


  Hera twisted away. You should have made sure I knew about the fractal link. Damn it. I may need documents . . .


  It is at their request. They want to tell us what is happening. And you wont need any documents. It is not a hearing. And youd better check with your young admin boy down
  there. Frankly, I found him quite unhelpful when I spoke to him.


  The two women moved into the studio where the fractal transmissions took place and took their places opposite one another, facing the black animation mat where the figures they would be speaking
  to would appear. The technician in charge adjusted the chairs when they had sat down and made sure they were comfortable and within the fractal focus. Im holding signal now, he
  informed them. Just do a quick voice test.


  Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled pepper, said Captain Abhuradin.


  All that is necessary for the powers of evil to triumph is for a few good women to do nothing, said Hera.


  OK, great. Were holding resonance; just waiting for them to join. In about a minutes time.


  Who will we be speaking to? asked Hera, addressing the captain and trying to keep her voice steady and even.


  The secretary general of the Space Council, Tim Isherwood, will be there, definitely. He might have called in one or two others. It wont be a long meeting. I know hes got
  something coming up later in the evening. You and I can talk afterwards.


  A bell rang softly, and a moment later a light began to shimmer in the space above the tri-vid mat. Both women sat straight and still while the light grew stronger.


  Counting, came the soft voice of the technician. Five, four, three, two . . . . .


  Two signals were meeting, one from the space platform above Paradise, the other from the Space Council in the giant space station called Central, which turned above Luna. Each signal was
  directly beamed to a fractal point not far from its own orbit  say, two seconds of light time distant. It was here that the signals were bent through another dimension, where they then met
  and joined in a never-never land. In a place of paradox. A place which only existed because the signals existed, just as they only found one another because the dimension existed. A place where
  nothing could ever reside, but which could be passed through. As in the quantum world below, so in the depths of interstellar space above.


  The shimmering light intensified and grew taller. Briefly it showed the figure of a man with punk-white hair, a clown face and wearing a shocking-green dress, but then the image flickered and
  reset itself. Hera and Captain Abhuradin found themselves in the offices of the Space Council. Facing them was a man in a long gown of cardinal red and with a face as black as ebony. He was staring
  straight at them but smiling at some joke that they had not heard.


  I think I saw you before you saw me, he explained. I have been waiting several seconds. You both look very charming, if I may say so. A pleasure to see you. Inez. He
  bowed briefly to Captain Abhuradin. And you too, Hera. Now we dont have very long so we will get down to business straight away. Obviously you have received the bad news and want more
  facts. But possibly it may not have come as a complete surprise. Am I right?


  It was a complete surprise, Secretary Isherwood, said Hera. I cant speak for Captain Abhuradin, but we at the ORBE project would have appreciated prior warning that
  the future development of Paradise was in question.


  Still smiling, the secretary general turned to Captain Abhuradin. And you, Inez?


  Rumours only, Tim. Just rumours. There are always plenty of them, but no definite word.


  Well, all colony worlds are under constant review, as you know, and Paradise is no exception. Indeed, its economic prominence in the past has meant that it has been one of the standards
  by which other worlds were judged. However, be that as it may. Hera, I think I can put your mind at rest and say that the research undertaken by the Economic Subcommittee over the last two years
  has been very thorough and their decision has not been reached lightly. He raised his hand, for Hera had been about to speak. Nor, may I say without wanting to prejudice any review
  hearings, is it likely to be overturned lightly in view of the generally worsening economic climate which confronts us and the increasing demands being placed on our limited res


  Hera broke in. I am grateful for the assurance, Secretary Isherwood, that the committees work has been thorough, but wonder why, in being thorough, they did not feel it
  necessary to speak to us. We are, after all, on the ground in Paradise and would have been willing to help.


  The secretary general nodded and smiled his affable smile. Would you like to speak to the head of the Economic Subcommittee? Dr van Terfel is with me here. Perhaps an explanation
  will


  I would like that very much, said Hera, her voice beginning to sound grim.


  Immediately Tim Isherwood beckoned away to his side and a woman stepped into view, joining him on the tri-vid mat. She was older, perhaps in her late sixties, but nothing in her manner or
  bearing suggested that age had impaired or mellowed her. Everything about her was neat and precise and hard-edged. Her blonde hair, naturally curly and with just a hint of grey, reached her
  shoulders. On her face were half-glasses with golden rims, and the eyes that peered over them were large and clear and had a cold intensity. She wore a dark blue suit over a pale blue shirt, and
  the only ostentation was a small silver brooch in the shape of a guillotine.


  Dr Hera Melhuish, I would like you to meet Dr Hilder van Terfel, head of the Economic Subcommittee. The secretary general withdrew to the back.


  Both women smiled tightly at one another. We have not had the pleasure of meeting before, said Dr van Terfel, but I have heard a lot about you, Dr Melhuish. Now in what way
  can I help you?


  The lack of consultation is a matter of grave concern to all of us. In an event as momentous as a Disestablishment we feel your first step should have been to consult those involved, and
  we will be seeking an official review of the decision, which, as you must realize, prejudices our work at a most critical stage.


  Dr van Terfel nodded as though to confirm that this was the first question she had expected. Yes, the issue of consultation was discussed in committee and the feeling was that there had
  been enough reports and visits over the critical period under review. I am referring to the past ten years up to the present. But please do convey my regrets to your members and accept my own
  personal apology for any distress caused by our decision. Such things are a shock when first encountered, but we are resilient beings, are we not, otherwise we would not be here. And of course all
  employees will be redeployed unless of retiring age. There is no question of dismissal. We do not live in the Dark Ages. But there is one other thing that I would like you to convey to your
  members. Please make them aware that we have to make decisions affecting the future of over a hundred and fifty planets, all of which are competing for limited resources. Everyone feels for their
  own future and their own planet as much as you feel for Paradise. And I can assure you that the decisions we take are not taken lightly, and are based on rigorous criteria and clear
  guidelines.


  I will convey your apology to the members of the ORBE project on Paradise. said Hera. But I am afraid they will feel that your committees decision was taken in
  ignorance of the true details of our work, which is dynamic and changes daily since we deal with living things and not balance sheets. In this instance


  Forgive me for interrupting, but are you telling me that in the eight months since the last fact-finding mission there have been significant changes in your programme? Some radical new
  initiatives taken or new major discoveries made? The Paradise plum revitalized perhaps? Or are you continuing with your programme along the lines already well established?


  The established programme continues, as it must, and with successes in all areas  but in parallel with that new discoveries are made daily.


  I am sure they are. Indeed it would be a serious matter were there not some ongoing new perceptions given the level of funding you are accorded, but I said major discoveries,
  significant changes, radical new initiatives. My reference to the Paradise plum was by way of jest. We have rather given up hope on that, I fear. You see, Dr Melhuish, we are not
  interested in the run-of-the-mill discoveries which are, or should be, part of the daily work of any well run department. We are only interested in developments that are, in the purest sense of the
  word, significant. If there have been such, we have not heard of them, even though our research department monitors the papers published by your agency. Equally, any new and exciting discovery
  usually shows up as a request for a special development grant, for, as you know, new discoveries always cost more money than old. Her lips pursed in a tight smile. In the ORBE project
  we have detected no such applications.


  You underestimate the value of what you call run-of-the-mill research. That is what great discoveries are based on.


  So where are the great discoveries?


  Given time


  Ah yes, given time, anything is possible. Given time, we could all achieve enlightenment. But alas we work in the mundane here and now. In this world time is both money and resources. And
  while you, Dr Melhuish, may have plenty of time, the rest of us, and especially those planets whose natural resources are just on the point of being opened for commercial exploitation and who are
  hurting for valuable investment, do not.


  Research does not move at the same timescale as capital investment.


  Evidently not. And that is precisely our concern.


  The two women glared icily at one another.


  Finally Dr van Terfel said, You know, Dr Melhuish, I think in a situation such as this  I mean where we are considering the future of a well developed planet  the Economic
  Subcommittee would have been prepared to be more flexible had you yourself been more flexible regarding the tourism issue. But in view of the Councils resolution in your favour on that
  matter, the committee discounted the possibility of terminating the agricultural sector since there was nothing of economic significance to take its place. Unless you are hinting at a possible
  rethink of your position . . .? The simple fact is that Paradise is failing miserably on an economic level, and has been for years, as you are fully aware. And you and your team at the ORBE
  project, despite massive funding, seem unable to do anything to halt that decline.


  We are not miracle workers.


  Hera saw Secretary General Isherwood glance at his watch and then say something off camera. Time was running out.


  She said, There is no question of our making a change in our stance on tourism. However, a point was raised today during the brief time we had to discuss your committees suggestion
  


  Recommendation.


   and that was, if the problem with Paradise is simply a commercial one, then perhaps the commercial arm could be gradually phased out while leaving the research arm
  intact.


  You mean close down the agricultural sector and leave you to continue as you are?


  Well, yes. I wouldnt put it quite like


  Without any independent income beyond what you can gain from patents?


  Yes. After all, the ORBE project is not really very expensive to run. And with the commercial pressure removed we could concentrate all our efforts on the deeper problems. We have many
  lines of research that are


  Dr Hilder van Terfel cut across her. It costs twenty-three million solas per annum, give or take a few thousand, just to keep human beings down there on Paradise. That is mainly for
  wages, food supply, transport and equipment. In addition, we would have to factor in the costs of maintaining a fully equipped space platform. Say another twenty-three million, when you add in
  staffing, depreciation and maintenance. So forty-six million solas per annum. Pure cost. No return. But the promise of a great discovery sometime. She paused, and laughter could be heard
  beyond the animation mat. I think we would find that a rather hard idea to sell to anyone, like selling sand to Mars. But it is an interesting proposal, and one that we had not
  considered. She paused again and then added slowly, I trust, in view of your earlier comments on consultation, that this proposal has been discussed with the farming and agricultural
  sectors on Paradise and that they are in agreement? She turned slightly away from Hera. Captain Abhuradin?


  The captain sat up straight and more or less came to attention in her seat. Well, er, no, such a proposal has not been discussed. In fact, this is the first time I have heard of
  it.


  Really. There was a dramatic pause and then Dr van Terfel turned back to Hera and studied her for a moment over her glasses. I regret, Dr Melhuish, that until such time as
  your proposal has been discussed with all parties concerned, it would not be appropriate for it to be discussed in this forum. We can not risk being accused of favouritism or making backroom
  deals.


  At this point the secretary general intervened smoothly: Ladies, I hate to break up a party, but I for one have another meeting to attend, and I know that Dr van Terfel has contact time
  scheduled with the two other worlds that have been recommended for Disestablishment. I propose that we call it a day for the time being. Your request for an appeal has been noted, Hera, and will be
  actioned tomorrow. However, the time frame is short  all part of our efficiency drive  so the appeal may be heard the day before the next Council meeting, which is  he
  looked away and received some information from one of the aides in attendance  which is . . . in exactly four weeks time. He turned immediately to Captain Abhuradin
  before Hera could speak. Now, Inez, you have not had much part to play in this debate. How have you and your staff reacted to the news?


  Well, there was shock and some dismay, naturally, and we will be very sad to depart. But I think we all are pretty professional about these things. We all knew that no planetary posting
  is permanent. Most are already thinking about the posting they would like to put in for, and some may seek to take early retirement.


  To be expected. And I think in cases such as these, where a change of appointment is the result of a policy change and not a matter of discipline, the Space Council can afford to be
  generous. The same goes for your team, Hera. And now I think we must end. This has been a most fruitful and frank exchange and I would like to thank all parties for their participation. Till the
  next time. Au revoir.


  The figures of Dr van Terfel and Secretary Isherwood shrank suddenly to a point of light which then blinked out.


  Captain Abhuradin let out a breath. Well, that van Terfel woman is something else, isnt she?


  Hera did not want to speak for the moment. She was in turmoil. She felt outmanoeuvred, humiliated even. More particularly, she felt she had been set up by Abhuradin, who, for all Hera knew,
  might have had prior information or secret talks with the Space Council. She looked across at the captain, who was
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