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  Epigraph




   




  Be thou, Spirit fierce,




  My spirit! be thou me, impetuous one!




  Drive my dead thoughts over the universe,




  Like wither’d leaves, to quicken a new birth;




  And, by the incantation of this verse,




  Scatter, as from an unextinguish’d hearth




  Ashes and sparks, my words among mankind!




  Be through my lips to unawaken’d earth




  The trumpet of a prophecy! O Wind,




  If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?




  From the final verse of Percy Bysshe Shelley’s




  ‘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 planet’s 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 Melhuish’s 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 creature’s 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 Melhuish’s offer, I reviewed the tri-vid The Saving of the Dendron. I also read most of Dr Melhuish’s 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 Hera’s 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 don’t 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 women’s 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 Yvegeny’s 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. Hera’s 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 Hera’s 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 heart’s 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

  heart’s desire.




  That, at day’s 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

  captain’s 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 child’s 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.

  I’m Aphrodite. And I’m 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 Hera’s own documentation, the records of Paradise have an awkward habit of vanishing.




  Within months of the Scorpion’s 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 I’m 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 it’s 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, I’m 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. ‘This’d better be good,’ she said as she climbed out onto the rocks and accepted the phone. ‘You go out there and take over.

  I’ve 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. What’s the trouble?’




  ‘Yeah, sorry to bother you, but it’s pretty important, eh? I’ve just had a call from Captain Abhuradin. Priority alph—’




  ‘She’s not still going on about that tourism proposal is she? I thought we’d scotched that one.’




  ‘No, no. This is something else. No details as yet but, according to Abhuradin, she’s just received a message from Space Council head office. Evidently the Economic Subcommittee has

  just come out of a long session. They’ve 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 can’t just—’




  ‘I know, that’s what I said. But it is definite. Old Ahab’s no happier than you are. She wants to see you as soon as possible. This afternoon if you can get back here.

  There’ll be a shuttle waiting.’




  Hera was silent for a moment. She didn’t 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 hasn’t been sitting on it?’




  ‘Look, I’ve no idea. But I don’t think so. She didn’t sound happy, I can tell you that.’




  ‘Does anyone else know?’




  ‘No. Don’t think so. Alpha coding, so that’s just us. She didn’t want to tell me, but I told her you were out in the field and probably wouldn’t respond unless you

  knew what the fuss was.’




  ‘Yeah. Good lad. OK. I’m 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. Don’t tell them what the issue is. I don’t want a lot of gabble on the airwaves until we’ve 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.’




  ‘I’ll give you an ETA as soon as I’m airborne. We’ve 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?’




  ‘I’ve got to get back to HQ,’ answered Hera. She glanced at her watch. ‘I’m going to have to leave you here. You’ll 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 you’ve got two hours’ maximum working time before the tide changes. When the tide does turn, get out of it. Don’t 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 won’t 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.




  ‘I’ll 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. We’ve 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

  don’t 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. We’re 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 let’s not be downhearted – we’ve 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. They’re all lawyers and accountants. They’ll 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 they’re in for a fight. We’ll 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. ‘Can’t 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 you’ve done there is fantastic. Get them to see it. Once they see what we are doing

  they’ll change their minds. We did that on Mirabai when we had a funding crisis and it worked.’




  Hera smiled a weary smile. ‘They’ll have done their homework, Peter. They’ll know all about Paradise. To them the situation is cut and dried. They’ll have looked at how

  much the Paradise colony costs in subsidies and maintenance. They’ll 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 that’s 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.

  ‘Here’s 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.’ Peter’s 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 Paradise’s 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 don’t know the full story about what we do on Paradise, but that’s not for lack of us trying to explain. We’ve

  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 they’d be eating out of our snapsa. They’d 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 answer’s 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 don’t know quite

  what’s gone wrong here but we believe that given time we can find out.’




  Hemi had been trying to catch Hera’s attention for some time. He seized his chance. ‘Message came in a few minutes ago. The shuttle’s just landing. It’ll 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. ‘I’ll 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 I’ve got—’ began Hera.




  ‘You’ve 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

  don’t 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 don’t 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 Council’s booze bill, and perhaps without worrying about quotas we could

  even get more work done. So listen, young Hera. Don’t 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

  don’t want to speak to the secretary general looking like Sinbad the Pirate. There, I’ve finished.’




  Some of the people looked away to hide their laughter. Hera’s 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. I’ll bear what you say in mind. Now I’m 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. ‘I’d take you out on a date any time. I’ve just had a call from up above, wanting to know where you were. They’re getting

  anxious.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘There was a lot of static on the line, but I told her you were busy but wouldn’t 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 she’s 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 I’ve booked a fractal link-thru to Space Central?’




  ‘No, he didn’t tell me that.’




  ‘Well I have. It’s in about five minutes. That was why I was getting worried. I didn’t think it would take you so long. I was dreading you’d turn up dressed in overalls

  and sandals.’




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




  ‘Yes, I don’t know what happened there. I’ll 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. It’s a long

  time since I’ve 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 won’t need any documents. It is not a hearing. And you’d 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. ‘I’m 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. We’re holding resonance; just waiting for them to join. In about a minute’s 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 won’t be a long meeting. I know he’s 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 don’t 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 can’t 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 committee’s 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 committee’s 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 Council’s 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 committee’s 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 wouldn’t 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, isn’t 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 sitting back in her chair, had undone the top button of her uniform jacket and was

  now paying attention to her make-up.




  ‘This was your idea, wasn’t it?’




  Captain Abhuradin looked across at her in surprise. ‘What do you mean my idea? And why are you looking at me like that? I’ve told you already that Tim Isherwood asked me to

  set up the meeting, which I did. I didn’t realize it was going to be so short. And you have nothing to complain about. You got the lion’s share of the time. There were a number of

  things I would have liked to say, but we ran out of time.’ She closed the small make-up mirror with a snap.




  ‘As far as I am concerned it was a trap. I was a fool to agree to a conference. In fact I didn’t agree to it; it was sprung on me. And I think you were responsible for

  that.’




  The young technician who had set up the tri-vid link and who had now come back into the studio, stood looking at the two women in some embarrassment. ‘Er . . . will that be all?’




  ‘Yes, that will be all, thank you,’ said Abhuradin crisply. ‘Are there any more calls logged or is this studio free?’




  ‘No. No more calls.’




  ‘Good. Close the door when you go. And we don’t want to be disturbed. Understood?’




  ‘Yes, ma’am.’ He came to attention and saluted.




  ‘Dismissed.’




  As soon as the door was closed, Abhuradin rounded on Hera. ‘How dare you speak to me like that, and in front of one of my junior technicians! And how dare you accuse me of complicity in

  some scheme?’ Hera began to speak but Abhuradin rode over her. ‘No. You’ve had your say. Now you listen to me for a change. You are going to have to stop this behaviour. Being

  suspicious of everyone, going round attacking anyone who has a different idea to yourself, behaving as if you are some kind of messiah on a divine mission. Oh yes, I know you’ve got

  qualifications as long as your arm, but that doesn’t make you right or good. Only clever – clever and finally ridiculous.’




  ‘If all you want to do is insult me, I’m leaving. I have more valuable things to get on with.’




  ‘Yes, I’m sure you do. Well run away then. Start gingering up your forces. Write a report, for all the good it will do you, and then sit back feeling God-almighty virtuous. But what

  I want you to realize is that it is your fault that Paradise is being disestablished.’




  ‘My fault?’




  ‘Yes. You heard her, the van Terfel woman. She said if only you’d been a bit flexible. Taken the tourism proposal.’




  ‘That again.’




  ‘Yes, that again. We all see the dangers of tourism just as much as you, but no one was ever suggesting that we turn the planet into an expensive sex haven like Gerard’s Barn. But

  something could have been done, something that was appropriate, something that you could have had a say in – and that would have been enough to keep Paradise alive. Well, you blew all the

  proposals out of the water, and now you see what has happened? The moderates on the Council didn’t want to disestablish Paradise, but you left them no arguments. And if we did have enemies on

  the Council, well, you gave them a loaded gun with which to shoot us. Congratulations, Dr Melhuish.’




  ‘You are talking rubbish. What van Terfel was suggesting was just the thin edge of a wedge, and you know that. Once you let the developers get a toe in the door you never get rid of them.

  First it would have been adventure holidays – all sweet and innocent – climbing in the Staniforth Mountains. But then something for the old folks, eh? A sanatorium by a quiet lagoon at

  Largo. Next, recreational diving in the Celeste Deep. And what about something for the kiddies? Within a year we’d see mechanical models of the great Dendron clumping about giving

  children’s rides at Kithaeron. As soon as Paradise returned a profit – and Paradise would have turned a big profit, no question – it would be finished. In fact, Paradise would

  have ended up subsidizing the whole bloody space programme. Forget about agriculture. Agriculture is nothing. When the big boys move in they play for keeps. And the only way to keep them out is to

  not let them in in the first place. Now if that is all you have to say . . .’




  ‘You stupid, stupid, stupid woman!’ Hera’s mouth opened. No one had ever spoken to her like that. ‘You know nothing about the real world, do you? That’s why people

  like you are so dangerous. You can’t bend. You can’t negotiate. You don’t care about people, only your blessed plants. Well get back to them, Dr Melhuish, and don’t think

  about the people who are going to leave Paradise, people who love Paradise just as much as you, people who now will have to tear up their lives and start again because of you.’




  ‘I suppose you’re one of them.’




  ‘Yes. I am, actually. I plan to take early retirement in a few months and I can think of few places I’d rather live than here. It is the most beautiful place I have ever

  known.’




  ‘Oh yes? Run a little hotel maybe? A little souvenir shop and café on the side?’




  ‘Take that sneer off your face. I’m getting married at the end of the year and hope to start a family.’




  That stopped Hera. ‘You?’ Hera would have suspected many things of the attractive Inez Abhuradin but the thought of her settling down and pushing a pram! ‘You?’ She

  repeated.




  ‘Me what?’




  ‘Getting married.’




  ‘It is not so extraordinary. I’m sure you learned something about human chemistry when you were at university. And yes, I do take a keen interest in the economic well-being of

  Paradise, because I do not want to see it ruined. In my view this would have been a rather nice place to bring up children. Or do you not think of such things?’ Hera did not reply. ‘But

  worst of all, Dr Melhuish, worst of all is to know that you haven’t a clue about what is really going on now. Have you?’




  ‘I’m not sure I know what you mean.’




  ‘That meeting just now. What do you think it was about?’




  Hera thought for a moment. ‘Well. They were trying to make a fool of me, thanks to you. And that van Terfel woman was clearly primed. But overall I think they were trying to calm us down

  so that we wouldn’t make too much of a fuss. Buy us off with promises of redundancy payouts. It is an old trick.’




  ‘Wrong, Dr Melhuish. Zero out of ten, Dr Melhuish.’ Abhuradin was speaking more softly now and approached Hera until she was very close. ‘They had a number of agendas, one of

  which was winding you up so that you would make a fuss and demand an appeal.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because they want you out of the way. When the appeal comes, they’ll crush you. I don’t know how, but they will. They will have something over you, and their planning is

  probably well advanced already. And then, when you are safely out of the way, they’ll close down Paradise, for a while.’




  ‘What do you mean “for a while”? Stop talking in riddles. If you know something that I don’t . . .’




  ‘I know no more than you. But I understand how these things are done. You watch. They’ll disestablish Paradise all right. But they’ll leave the space platform in place. This

  platform on which we are standing. I stake my career on it.’




  ‘And why would they do that? You heard what that van Terfel woman said about it costing so much money to keep the platform open.’




  Captain Abhuradin looked at her in disbelief, and then she spoke very slowly and distinctly. ‘After about five years, or ten maybe, depending on sensibilities, someone somewhere will come

  up with the bright notion that a place is needed for recreation. And then someone from somewhere else will remember and say, “What about that derelict old planet Paradise?” Then

  they’ll talk to someone in high places, who will tell them, “Sorry, there is an environmental restriction order placed on Paradise.” Shock! Horror! “But we won’t do

  any harm. In fact we will enhance the environment. Take me to your leader.” And within a couple of years they’ll be in. And all your nightmares about kiddies’ rides and old

  folks’ homes will come true . . . but it will be worse. It will be a hundred times worse. It will be more terrible than you can ever imagine because there will be no one here to stop it. Not

  me. Not you. That is why they need to get rid of you and all your friends at ORBE – and me too, because I am not thought of as a friend. Come back in ten years and then we’ll see you

  weep. Those lovely mountains. Those clear seas. No fish there at the moment, I understand. Is that right?’ Hera nodded. ‘Well there will be. Specially engineered game fish –

  freshwater marlin and swordfish. I wouldn’t mind betting that Dr van Terfel has already taken out shares in her grandson’s name. She knows a bargain when she sees one. And she knows a

  sucker too.’




  ‘What you are saying is nonsense.’ Hera tried to sound confident, but her voice sounded weak even to her own ears. ‘Secretary Isherwood signed the environmental decree. It is

  ironclad. “No tourism on Paradise”.’




  ‘Did he? Is it? Well, perhaps you know more about men and politics than I do. But if I look at Secretary Isherwood, with his bright red robe and his smiling face, I see a man who is

  political to the core. You don’t get to his position without being a bit corrupt. Nothing illegal, mind you – too smart for that. You can be corrupt without being illegal you know . . .

  or perhaps you don’t. Perhaps you are all saints down there in your greenhouses. But at the end of the day, smiling Timothy Isherwood will come up smelling of roses. When the time is right

  and the price is right he will find reasons to sell Paradise to the highest bidder. He will introduce a policy review or some such to overturn the environment order. Don’t look so shocked,

  Hera. Use your brain for a change.’ She paused and then added, ‘Like a lot of clever people, the only thing you don’t ever seem to realize is that the enemy is at least as clever

  as you are. The difference being that they have vastly more power than you and absolutely no hesitation about using it.’




  Captain Abhuradin paused, saddened by the import of her own speech. When she next spoke her tone was more measured.




  ‘Your clever quotation earlier about a few good women doing nothing . . . Well in my view there are only a few good women and a few good men too – Tim Isherwood is probably

  one of the better ones – and the good people have to sleep sometimes, and that is when the bad boys do their business. Goodbye, Hera. Go back down and join your own kind. Write your

  report.’




  Hera stood still. Abhuradin’s words had shocked her, and, as happened to her when in a state of shock, she had momentarily become a block of wood. The awful reality behind

  Abhuradin’s words was dawning on her. Finally she spoke and her voice was small. ‘Will you be coming to the judicial review?’




  ‘Not unless I am ordered to attend. I shall not be putting in an official submission. No point. But in any case . . .’




  ‘In any case what?’




  ‘In any case, I do not want to be there and see you humiliated.’




  There were no more words. Hera returned to the ORBE station, and when she reached the surface Hemi was waiting for her. He was anxious. ‘Hell, Hera, you’re never

  going to forgive me for this. I missed this message for you. It got mixed with some routine stuff. It was from Captain Howavyabin. The secretary general, Timothy Isherwood, has asked her to set up

  a fractal video link. She wanted to let you know. Sorry.’ He looked at her, his face in an exaggerated wince as though about to be hit by a flying brick. ‘Was it OK?’
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  A Moment of Madness




   




   




   




   




  Hera did not blow up at Hemi. She simply nodded tightly, and then excused herself and went home. She needed to be alone.




  Sitting in her tidy apartment, staring out of the window, Hera could see, above the adjacent buildings, the flapping pennants on the masts of the small flotilla of yachts in

  the marina. If even half of the things that Abhuradin had mentioned came true, those yachts would soon be counted in their millions. Even so, how she wished she could just climb aboard one, cast

  off and sail away. But running away was out of the question.




  What a fool she had been not to see it all sooner! The plans had been carefully laid by the Space Council. Smarmy bloody Timothy Isherwood and that crone van Terfel! Ugh! Abhuradin had been

  right all along: she had, from her limited perspective, seen what was happening. And Hera, who prided herself on having a dirty mind when it came to politics, had not seen the danger. God, would

  she butcher them if she had them in front of her right now? But they were probably smiling over cocktails at this very minute, grinning and clinking glasses.




  Hera stood up. She needed to do something, something different, to commit an outrage of some kind. But what? What? And a sudden thought came to her.




  She found her keys where she had thrown them and went back to ORBE HQ. She did not enter the main office but went to the building next door, close to the small Shapiro Library, and entered the

  cryogenics lab. All the researchers had their own facilities here, and Hera’s containers were in a small side room. She tapped in the access code and opened the fridge door. This was a

  special fridge where she kept historic samples of fruits and leaves and seeds. She removed a stainless-steel container on the top of which glowed a panel showing that the contents were held at a

  constant 34.7°F. Methodically she switched off all lights, closed and locked all doors and then carried the container to her shilo. There was a grim determination about her movements.




  Back in her kitchen, she set the container down and turned off its refrigeration controls. This released a magnetic lock. Carefully she unscrewed the lid and set it aside. Then she tipped the

  container into a clean white bowl. Out rolled an object slightly smaller than her fist. It was a Paradise plum, a vintage one, well over a hundred years old, picked in its prime, long before the

  plums became toxic. As she watched, the plum responded to the warmth of the room. Slowly it changed colour, a bloom came to its skin and its perfume reached her – one of the quintessential

  smells of Paradise. She touched it and could feel that special tightness that one can detect on the skin of fruit when it is just coming to ripeness and can be bruised so easily.




  The plum was a gift to Hera, and a note was tied to its stem on which was written in a wavering hand, ‘For my dear H. In memory. Issy’.1




  Strange to relate, but Hera, who knew so much about the plants of Paradise, had never tasted a Paradise plum, although Shapiro had on occasion invited her to join him. He had always claimed that

  the plum brought wisdom and relief from pain. Well, Hera had never followed Shapiro’s recommendation, for he was a renowned addict, but now . . . now she was in need of something that would

  dull the ache inside her. Perhaps the bonus would be sweet oblivion. At least it would be one in the eye for the greedy plum-hungry Hilder van Terfel.




  Quite conscious that what she held in her hand was worth many thousands of solas, Hera placed the plum on the cutting board, selected a sharp knife and slit it open. The knife cut through the

  flesh easily and the two halves fell apart, spilling clear seeds that leaked a blue juice with the texture of fine oil. The veined red flesh was firm. Hera scooped out the seeds and set them aside.

  She was no Estelle Richter and had no impetuous desire to crunch and swallow. Instead she took the two halves and squeezed them above a glass. The juice ran red, and within that redness were

  threads of deep blue, which, like oil with water, never mixed with the juice, but rather coiled on its surface.




  When the run of juice reduced to a trickle, she set the cut halves aside. Their colour was changing again, darkening.




  Hera raised her glass. It was half full. ‘Here’s to you, old man. May you rest in peace. And to you, Estelle – wherever you found rest for your adventurous spirit. And to you,

  Hilder van Terfel. May you live to regret the day you chose to disestablish Paradise.’




  She put the beaker to her lips and sipped. Then she opened her lips wide and drank.




  It was the smell of the plum that smote her first, like sweet incense curling in her mind. Then, as the juice found its way down her throat and to her stomach, she tasted all its colours and it

  made her legs feel weak so she had to lean back against the counter. She was aware as her eyes gradually lost focus and everything seemed to shine and seethe with light. For a moment she felt every

  hair on her body stir, and the sound of her breathing was loud. She felt the juice spread along her arms and out to the tips of her fingers; it coursed down the inside of her legs and into her

  toes. She felt it swirl in her heart and in her womb and it made her sigh.




  And then, just as she was raising the beaker to her lips to drink what remained, she felt her stomach contract and heave beyond any control. She twisted round, managing to get her head over the

  kitchen sink just in time.




  She had to grip the taps to keep herself from falling as her body convulsed. It was as though she was being beaten, as though someone was standing behind her and hitting her. But she could not

  cry out. It was as much as she could do to hang on, to catch breath and hope that her body would survive and purge itself.




  How long she stayed like this Hera did not know, but finally she contained nothing more. She drank water and vomited it. But she persisted in drinking and eventually she was able to keep the

  water down and began to feel better. Gradually her vision cleared. She became aware that her skin was puffy at wrists and ankles, that she was wet with sweat, that she had peed herself, and her

  hair felt lank and clammy. The final, residual effect, however, was on her sense of smell. Everything smelled foul – especially her own body and the mess in the sink. This last was so strong

  that all she could do was turn away from it to stumble to the window and gulp the clean air. That was better. Not far away was a Tattersall weed; its blue flowers were open and the sweetness of its

  perfume reached her. Finally, when she could breathe more normally, she made her way through to the shower cubicle, holding on to the walls all the way. There she stripped as quickly as she could,

  pulling off her damp clothes and kicking them aside. The shower began to flow and she washed and shampooed and soaped until she was pink.




  Hera experienced two more attacks of nausea while she showered, and after the second she felt distinctly better. Something had finally left her and she was able to towel herself dry without

  shaking.




  She found clean clothes, bundled up her old things and sealed them in a plastic bag and threw them into the garbage container.




  When she came back into the kitchen, there were the remains of the plum. The seeds had lost their clear lustre and turned to slush. The squeezed halves of the plum had dribbled juice all over

  the counter and it had dried in sticky veins. The juice in the beaker had thickened and was now unmistakably like congealing blood.




  What had she done? The question hit her like a body blow. What had she done? What moment of madness had gripped her? How, how, how could she make amends?




  She scooped up the remains of the plum and its seeds. She took them out into her small garden and there, under the light of the moon called Tonic, which had now risen over the horizon, she

  buried them, offering a prayer to Paradise and asking for forgiveness. There was nothing else she could do. Finally, she cleaned the knife and the cutting board, scrubbing them and putting them in

  the automatic cleanser just for good measure.




  Finally, drained and white, she switched out the lights, went back outside and stood for a while in her garden staring up at Tonic, and then quietly made her way to bed.




  Lying there, curled up on her side with her arms crossed and holding herself tight, she wondered what wisdom had come to her. It was, she decided, that she had come perilously close to crossing

  a boundary of innocence. In trying to taste the plum, she had gone against something deep in her nature, and her body, with a wisdom of its own, had taken over and cleansed her – and she was

  so glad. She was Hera still.




  She should have known better, of course, and for that she could not readily forgive herself. It had been a moment of madness. What fools we women are sometimes! And now it had passed.

  And it had left her whole, in possession of her faculties and, in all the ways that really mattered, undamaged.




  She wondered, even as she began to doze, how people had managed to eat those things, and faintly she seemed to hear Shapiro’s wheezing laugh. ‘It takes practice, Hera . . . and a

  certain amount of self-disgust at the beast in us.’




  And when Hera woke up she was clear-eyed and ready for battle.
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  Political Games – Concluded




   




   




   




   




  The following morning Hera dispatched two formal messages.




  The first was to Abhuradin acknowledging that Hemi had indeed received the captain’s message but had neglected to inform her. The second was to the Space Council applying for a special

  review hearing.




  To the first message Hera received no answer and she had to wait two days for a reply from the Space Council. Their communication, when it arrived, was a brief acknowledgment from a certain M.

  Hackabout inviting the senior management team of the ORBE project to present their arguments in writing. Dr Melhuish was assured that if the review panel considered the arguments carried sufficient

  weight then the Recommendation of Disestablishment served on Paradise would be put on hold and a formal public hearing held. Hera noted with some optimism that the review committee was to be

  chaired by Ishriba, a senior diplomat who had, in his youth, been a fractal pilot. He had visited Paradise many times and knew the work of the ORBE project well.




  Hera prepared her submission carefully. She argued that the absence of consultation by the Economic Subcommittee was an unacceptable breach of protocol. She maintained that the Economic

  Subcommittee was in error regarding the scientific work of the ORBE project and appended a list of successful projects which, she claimed, would have a bearing not only on the future of Paradise

  but on the shape of future space exploration. Her strongest argument was saved till last – that space exploration being still in its infancy, the difficulties being encountered on Paradise

  were to be valued as evidence of the ‘dimension of the alien’. Far from disestablishing Paradise and hence closing the ORBE project down, she argued that it should be given a wider

  mandate than merely to service the agricultural needs of Paradise. It should, she claimed, ‘become the main scientific arm of the Space Council dealing with non-terran bio-forms’. Her

  final paragraph was full of characteristic bravura.




  

    

      So here is where we now stand. Paradise is a unique world. In all our wanderings in space to date we have not encountered another world like it. We have encountered life,

      yes, in the warm caves on Mars, on other worlds, but nothing like Paradise. But we will, and stranger worlds too, which will baffle us even more than Paradise does now. Paradise is well named.

      But let its name not blind us to the fact that it is a vast and largely unknown alien world – it is not a second Earth or an idealized Earth. I sometimes wish it was just called X or Z so

      that its name did not provoke such high expectations – but yet its name is good, for on Paradise we confront life in an abundant, vigorous, pristine and alien state, and there is so much

      to learn from it. The parallels with structures we are familiar with from Earth are remarkable, but so are the differences. We have really hardly begun. Let us look upon the agricultural work

      we have done to date as one big experiment, for that is what it truly is. And any scientist will tell you that you learn as much, if not more, from experiments that fail as from those that

      succeed. We study. We learn. We adapt. We try again. And we will succeed. But there must be no retreat. The ORBE project was never conceived as a fly-by-night one-issue project, but as a place

      of contact between the human and the ‘other’, a place of learning and discovery. It demonstrates our faith in the future and represents the finest traditions of our science. And of

      course it costs money. But to disestablish Paradise and abort the ORBE project now is akin to stopping Galileo just as he was on his way up the steps of the leaning tower of Pisa, or Newton as

      he was about to sit down in his orchard, or Archimedes when just about to take a bath, or Einstein because his experiments took place in his mind, in his vision, and lesser minds could not

      understand them. Let us not make that mistake.


    


  




  A week after submitting her letter Hera received the following reply from the secretary of the Special Review Committee of the Space Council.




  

    

      Dr Hera Melhuish




      Director ORBE project




      Paradise




      The Special Review Committee has considered your submission re the Disestablishment of Paradise. After due deliberation, the Committee has concluded that your letter

      provides insufficient grounds for the summoning of a full review hearing. No further action will be taken on this matter. The committee will therefore recommend that the Disestablishment of

      Paradise proceed as proposed.




      M. Hackabout




      Secretary to the Review Committee


    


  




  White-faced, Hera pinned the letter up on the board for all to see. It was greeted with anger, frustration, disbelief and talk of revolution – the entire ORBE project

  seethed with such feelings.




  Hera contacted the Settlers’ Agricultural Association (SAA) to see what their reaction was, but they were strangely unresponsive, evasive even. That night stones were thrown through the

  front windows of the ORBE HQ.




  The very next morning Hera was informed by the legal division of the Space Council that serious allegations of malpractice had been lodged against the ORBE project by members of that same

  Settlers’ Agricultural Association and that the project was to be audited forthwith. She was ordered to make all files, letters and fractal transcripts available to the investigative body.

  She was also informed that she would be summonsed in due course to answer any allegations that were found to be substantiated.




  Later that very same day agents from the Audit Unit began to arrive at the shuttle port. All filing cabinets and computers were immediately seized and sealed and taken to the New Syracuse

  Library for evaluation. The library was placed under guard. The reaction of the ORBE staff was, predictably, one of outrage. Who had ordered this? Why? On what grounds? But answers were slow in

  coming. The only assurances they received were that the cabinets and computers would be returned as soon as their contents had been viewed and, where relevant, copied. That left many feeling very

  uneasy.




  Soon the entire ORBE HQ was alive with AU agents. They had a mandate signed by Tim Isherwood himself, giving them wide powers. They could investigate anything and everything, from financial

  records to the suspected use of ORBE equipment for personal activities. They behaved in a manner that seemed calculated to create maximum disruption and irritation.




  Work ground to a halt. Tempers flared, resulting in flat disobedience and non-cooperation. Passwords were withheld and someone crashed the entire computer and communications network. It fell to

  Hera to try and calm the situation – which, as one wit observed, was like asking the fire to cool the pot. But she did broker a deal whereby the computers and filing cabinets were returned in

  exchange for sworn assurances that no data would be destroyed until vetted. Magically the network repaired itself and work recommenced. But everyone was shaken, not least Hera, who had never

  experienced the full abrasive impact of bureaucratic ruthlessness.




  Special audit teams went out to the various outposts where experimental work was taking place. This led to a clash at the umbrella tree plantation. One of the investigators urinated under a tree

  and Pietr Z, already fuming from answering questions about how his work helped farmers trying to grow corn, grabbed the man and threw him off the observation platform and into the marsh which

  surrounded the trees. There he became entangled in the Talking Jenny and almost drowned. By the time he was rescued Pietr Z had run off into the dense thickets surrounding the plantation, thickets

  in which he knew every path and glade. Pietr Z was never caught or seen again.




  Worst of all were the agents who specialized in personal interrogation. These were led by a big heavy-jawed man named Stefan Diamond. He had eyes that stared and were unsmiling, a manner that

  always suggested that he disbelieved what he had been told, an ability to simply keep asking the same question time after time and a slowness in note taking that was clearly deliberate. His team

  were all cast from the same mould. They sat in on meetings, and the easy, candid and salacious back and forth of argument that had previously characterized such meetings came to an abrupt end.

  People started to talk like automatons, knowing that every word was being recorded. Or else they were heavily ironic and used the technical jargon of their discipline to confuse and mock their

  interlocutors. They referred to them as scatophaga, merdivora, escherichia and Symplocarpi foetidi. It did not make them popular but helped them feel a lot better.




  The same agents also began to interview individual members of the ORBE project. They asked about personal research work, about dealings with the agricultural sector, about how ORBE funding was

  distributed, and whether clear directives regarding their work priorities were received from senior management. All conversations were recorded with warnings that any false information or failure

  to disclose information could form the grounds for later action – though it was not clear what that action might be.




  Morale plummeted among ORBE personnel. Meetings between friends took place in greenhouses, or by the sea where there were no Auriculae aconitae listening.




  Hera, of course, came in for very close scrutiny and had the indignity of being suspended while on duty. She was locked out of her office and denied access to her files.




  One night Tania Kowalski was woken up by knocking on her door. Hera was in a terrible state, shaking and hardly able to stand. Tania’s first thought was that Hera had

  been raped. She brought her into the small lounge and sat her down and held her in her arms and rocked her and tried to make sense of what had happened. It was rape but not of the sexual kind

  – of the mind and sensibilities.




  That evening Hera had gone to her laboratory and discovered that someone, despite the big warning sign, had disabled the alarm and then turned off the power to the cryogenic units. All the

  bio-form samples dating right back to the early days of Paradise were now slush. The loss was irreplaceable. This could only have been deliberate.




  Shocked and distraught, Hera had returned to her shilo to find the front door open, a window smashed and there, hanging on the veranda by a cord, was a Tattersall weed. It had been trimmed so

  that the blue flower resembled a head, and four of its spiky limbs were like arms and legs. It was draped in some of Hera’s underwear. Grotesquely it turned in the light breeze.




  Hera, afraid to go into the house, had run all the way to Tania’s cabin.




  Next morning there was no sign of the hanging Tattersall weed and no one owned up to the damage in the deep-freeze lab.




  Hera stayed with Tania after that. And when she moved about New Syracuse she was always accompanied. The theory was that it was members of the Settlers’ Agricultural Association who had

  done these things and there was whispered talk of reprisals, which Hera tried to stop, but she felt the weakening of her authority.




  Then, with no warning, the audit ended as quickly as it had begun. The Audit Unit personnel simply packed up and took passage off planet without any explanation.




  The ORBE workers were left dazed, insecure and baffled. What had it all been about? Thousands of documents had been copied but none were of what you could call an incriminating nature –

  embarrassing possibly, comic frequently, scatological often and sometimes brutally frank. Simply the ephemera of busy, clever people.




  There were no financial irregularities. ORBE did work efficiently. They knew it; everyone knew it – and if some of its members were disrespectful and looked a bit scruffy, that

  was their choice. There was nothing untidy about their minds.




  But relations with the Settlers’ Agricultural Association dropped to an all-time low. Fights broke out, and the aggies, who had always had a certain contempt for the scientists, discovered

  what it meant to tangle with the range-hardened and self-sufficient men and women of the ORBE project, for they could give better than they received when it came to a fight.




  The only gleam of hope was that the Space Council had not yet ratified the Economic Subcommittee recommendation. A crucial debate was scheduled to take place just seven days after the audit

  agents had departed.




  On the day of the debate, the times between Central and Paradise were divergent. Using fractal time, dawn on Central was late afternoon on Paradise. As the day wore on, members of ORBE gradually

  gathered at their HQ. Not far away, in the Settlers’ Club, the members of the SAA held their own gathering.




  At five thirty in the evening the news came through. Everyone knew that the debate would have been fierce, but the news when it came was delivered in a flat and unemotional manner: ‘The

  Space Council after due deliberation has voted in favour of disestablishing Paradise. Action: immediate.’




  It was over.




  The news was a body blow. No, it was worse. It was an execution.




  Though Hera had tried to prepare herself, when she heard the news it made her physically sick and she had to retire to one of the toilets at the ORBE HQ.




  When she came out, some people had already left and had taken bottles down to the beach, there to vent their hurt and rage. Others sat red-eyed. That night Hera admitted herself to the small

  hospital in New Syracuse. Nervous exhaustion was the diagnosis, but they might just as well have said heartbreak or grief.




  And it was there, early in the morning of the next day, that she received an official summons ordering her to attend a disciplinary hearing at the Audit Unit offices on Central. Evidently there

  were questions she needed to answer. Allegations of misconduct. Irregularities had been found in her stewardship of the ORBE project.




  Had the universe turned to clockwork? Hera wondered, each day mindlessly bringing worse tidings. The hearing, which would be open to the public, was scheduled to take place in two days.

  Wearily Hera contacted Tania Kowalski, who agreed to accompany her to Central.




  On the day of departure Captain Abhuradin was waiting for Hera at the shuttle platform. This was not the captain that Hera was used to. Her face looked scrubbed and severe. Her

  hair was held back and her face lacked make-up. She was wearing fatigues with a black armband. The space platform was already noise with new people arriving to conduct the Disestablishment.




  ‘They did it,’ said Hera flatly.




  ‘They always meant to,’ answered Abhuradin. ‘Here, I have a letter for you.’ She saw a sudden look of fear cross Hera’s face. ‘Don’t worry. It’s

  not official; it’s from me. Something I’ve been meaning to say since . . . since the last time we met.’ She pressed the letter into Hera’s hands. After a slight hesitation,

  she leaned forward and gave Hera a light kiss on the cheek. ‘Good luck.’




  Hera endured a terrible passage through the fractal. Where, she wondered, and from what black depth of her psyche, did such nightmares come?




  The only shred of comfort for her was Abhuradin’s letter.




  

    

      Dear Hera,




      I said some terrible things to you after that meeting with Isherwood, and I am very sorry. I was very angry, but I rarely lose my temper like that. It has quite unsettled

      me. It tells me that my decision to quit the service at the end of the year is the right decision for me, though I have offered to stay on and perform the ‘last rites’ now that the

      Space Council has voted to proceed with the Disestablishment.




      This is a terrible day. Like you, I take no joy in anything at present. I am not sure what is going on, but I hope the bad things I predicted do not come to pass.




      I was rude to you, and for that I am deeply sorry, but I was also trying to tell you the truth as I see it.




      Captain Inez Abhuradin




      Alpha Platform-over-Paradise


    


  




  The letter came as a complete surprise to Hera. She found it difficult to accept that it was from a woman who until today she had regarded as an enemy. How little she had known

  her. And how right the elegant Captain Abhuradin had been!




  Hera was still wobbly on her feet when she and Tania reached Central. It was half past seven in the evening, local time.




  An official from the Audit Unit, a strong-looking young man with cropped hair, was there to meet them. ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I’m Kris. I’m your minder. I was one of the

  team down on Paradise. Nice place. Sorry to hear what’s happened. But that’s progress, eh?’




  Once through the security doors, reporters were waiting. They pushed their instruments in front of Hera‘s face and shouted questions. It was as much as Tania and Kris, assisted by one of

  the security guards, could do to shield Hera and get her into the safety of the lift leading up to the Space Council offices.




  ‘I wasn’t expecting that,’ said Hera when the sliding doors had hissed shut. ‘How did they know I was coming?’




  The young man shrugged. ‘This place leaks like a sieve when they want it to. Don’t worry. We’ve booked an apartment for you in the secure wing. You won’t be troubled

  there.’




  ‘The secure wing?’ asked Tania. ‘Isn’t that just for people on trial?’




  ‘And VIPs,’ said the young man smoothly.




  A soft ringing tone announced that the lift had reached the apartment level. From there Kris conducted them to a pleasant suite of rooms on the outer ring of the torus, from which they had a

  view of the cratered face of the moon turning slowly beneath them. ‘The hearing will take place at ten tomorrow, but I will come to collect you at nine. Breakfast will be delivered at seven

  thirty. You can make your selection by call-up. Have a pleasant evening.’




  The door closed, and Tania, who had a streetwise and suspicious turn to her mind, counted to ten and then tried it. The door opened.




  Kris, halfway down the corridor, turned and smiled.




  At exactly nine a.m. the next morning Kris tapped on the door. The two women were ready.




  Kris conducted them to the main office of the Audit Unit, where Stefan Diamond – unsmiling as ever – handed her some forms. With him was a man Hera had not expected to see, a friend,

  Senator Jack Stephenson.




  Jack Stephenson, formerly an Olympic swimming champion, was now an influential member of the Space Council, chairing several committees. He was also a loyal supporter of the ORBE project, and it

  was largely due to his influence that the tourism proposals had been so roundly defeated.




  ‘I came as soon as I heard they’d brought you over to Central,’ he said. ‘I’ve no idea what this is all about.’ He gestured around, including Stefan Diamond

  in the movement. ‘I imagine you have more pressing concerns than this, Hera.’ Then, in sudden irritation, he turned and addressed Stefan Diamond. ‘Get the women a coffee or

  something, man. And then, please, I would like to speak to them for a few minutes in private.’




  Stefan Diamond shrugged and gestured to Kris, who took their orders and then departed. ‘I would remind you that the hearing begins in thirty-five minutes’ time,’ said Diamond,

  ‘so you have about fifteen minutes.’ And he left.




  Tania picked up the papers Diamond had left on the table. ‘If it is all the same to you, I think I’ll take a stroll outside and have a squiz at these. Then I can brief you,’

  she said. ‘You talk in private.’




  Jack Stephenson took a small electronic monitor from his pocket and placed it on the table between them. Immediately it began to flash and emit a polytonal signal, indicating that recording

  devices were operating. ‘And you can turn them off too,’ said Stephenson loudly. ‘And if I find out that any part of our conversation has been listened to, you’ll be

  answerable to the Disciplinary Committee, which I chair.’ Seconds later the monitor became silent and its light faded.




  Stephenson looked at Hera for a few moments. ‘Been tough, eh?’ She nodded. ‘I understand they got you out of hospital.’




  ‘It was my own choice,’ said Hera.




  ‘Well if I’d known, I’d have told you not to come. You could have told them to stuff it. Hell, there’s plenty of time for this kind of circus later. Not that it is

  relevant now anyway.’ He paused and sighed deeply. ‘I am so sorry,’ he said quietly. ‘So, very, very sorry. I thought we had the numbers. Just. It was a hell of a debate.

  There was blood on the floor of the chamber. I’ve never been through a session like it. It has absolutely split the Council in half. But they got us with a couple of abstentions, Apolinari

  and de Loutherberg – God knows who pressured them – and poor Elvira Estaing couldn’t be there. She was on her way but suffered a heart attack in Suva. She is still in intensive

  care.’ Hera put her hand to her mouth but said nothing. In her mind she was aware of another tick of the clockwork. ‘We really missed Elvira’s voice at the debate. I think she

  would have won over the abstentions. And of course smiling Secretary Tim cast his vote with the Lady Hilder party and that was it: fifty-seven to fifty-five.’




  ‘Can’t we appeal?’ It was said without enthusiasm.




  ‘I’ve already done so. But I don’t have any hopes. It was all so sudden and now positions are entrenched. In any case, the people on the Review Committee, all except old

  Ishriba, voted for Disestablishment. Times are changing. We are into a new phase of some sort. There is a lot of ignorance out there selling itself as pragmatism, and God knows where it will end.

  For the first time, Hera, I am really afraid for the future.’




  ‘Well, you did what you could,’ said Hera. ‘And thank you for that.’




  ‘The bad news is, and I am afraid I am getting cynical in my old age, that I think one of the reasons they have brought you here so quickly is to get you off planet. By the time you get

  back to Paradise the first demolition teams will already be on the ground. That’s how quickly things are happening. They probably thought you might stage a protest.’




  Hera made a sound, a quiet sound such as a cat makes when it is dying, a small involuntary keening which could almost have been a sound of love. Then she said, very softly, ‘Who is doing

  this, Jack? Who?’




  Stephenson shrugged and shook his head. ‘I have no idea. There may be one person or several people . . . One day maybe we will find out, but I am not sure that names matter now. You know,

  Hera, as days pass I seem to meet more and more people who don’t seem to like the light of day. People who are not comfortable with ideas like beauty or love or self-sacrifice, and for whom

  the only truth is what they can hold in their hand, the power they can wield, the advantage they can take. These people don’t have to talk to one another; they know one another by their

  smell. And what I fear most now is that these people, whoever they are, will come to control what is happening in space. And if they do, we as a race will make the same mistake as we always have.

  We will try to control by force what we could perfectly well live with by reason alone.’




  Hera had never seen Jack Stephenson so despondent.




  ‘Well, look at me,’ he said, rallying. ‘And I came here to offer you support.’




  ‘And you are, Jack.’




  There was a tap at the door and Kris brought in the coffee. ‘Just to let you know there are seven minutes until we have to go down to the hearing. I’ll be taking you down.’ He

  withdrew without waiting for a reply.




  Hera and Jack Stephenson were silent.




  Inside Hera it was as though all her emotions were colours and they were spinning round in her head. She did not know what she thought or what she felt any more. And then, apropos of nothing,

  she said, ‘There were people I knew on the fractal transit, people I’ve known for years. Some of them looked away when they saw me.’ She paused. ‘Isn’t that sad?

  I’ve had people be rude before, but they didn’t seem to want to know me. Why?’ She was silent for a moment. ‘And there were photographers waiting too. I felt like a

  criminal. None of us understand what is happening. One day we are told we are going to be disestablished. Then we are told we are going to be audited, and the next thing we know all these strange

  men arrive and start bossing us about as though they owned the place. I’ve never seen guns on Paradise before, except in the museum. Why guns . . .?’




  ‘How did your people take it?’




  ‘Not well. But it got to me.’




  Stephenson nodded. ‘Well, the audit people were on a fishing expedition. As far as I can make out, a group of SAA members made a formal complaint direct to Tim Isherwood saying that funds

  were being misappropriated by ORBE and that they were not getting the level of support they were entitled to.’




  ‘What? Who were they?’




  ‘William and Proctor Newton and young Elizabeth Pears.’




  ‘I might have known! And Isherwood took them seriously. The Newtons are as mad as March hares. Proctor Newton hears voices, and no one can understand what William is talking about most of

  the time. As for Lizzie Pears . . . well, she’s just a mixed-up girl. Why didn’t Isherwood check with us first?’




  ‘Because he didn’t want to. He handed the matter over to the Economic Subcommittee and Lady Hilder handed it straight over to the Audit Unit, saying – and I quote – since

  there was “such controversy about the future of Paradise at present, please investigate the ORBE project thoroughly and report back as soon as possible”.’




  ‘How do you know this?’




  ‘Leaked memo. The powers of darkness are not the only ones with their angels, Hera.’




  ‘And have they found anything?’




  ‘No idea. They will have found the normal amount of dirt that lies in the crannies of any decent, well run, honest organization. We used to call it oil of discretion. But is your

  conscience clear?’




  ‘Completely. There was nothing to find. Tania Kowalski reckons it was a jack-up. She thinks they might have tried to plant something. She’s full of conspiracy theories.’




  ‘She might be right.’




  ‘But the Newton twins and Lizzie Pears. I mean to say . . . I know they’re odd, but not wicked. The aggies can be a pain – suspicious, always wanting more, never satisfied

  – but now they are hurt as much as the rest of us. I suppose they want someone to blame, and have chosen me. Misplaced anger. They can’t blame God, so they blame us.’




  ‘Well tell them that. Stick to your guns.’




  ‘What guns? I’m tired, Jack. I’m achy. I’m confused. I don’t think it has really sunk in yet, what’s happened. I don’t have much fight left in me right

  now. I just want to get it over and get out.’




  At that moment the monitor on the table squawked. ‘They are telling us time’s up,’ said Stephenson and pushed his chair back.




  Hera stood up. ‘Are you going to be in there?’




  He shook his head. ‘I can’t. I’m booked to get down to Suva as soon as I leave here. Hope to find Elvira is still with us. But I’ll come back as soon as I can.’




  Hera nodded. ‘Good. I’m glad. Give her my love.’




  Stephenson held out his hand. ‘Good luck, Hera. Watch out for Diamond, he’s a dealer in dirt. Used to work on divorce cases. Now they use him as their hatchet man. And don’t go

  waving your arms about when you’re talking. It makes you look . . . comic.’




  ‘Point taken.’




  The door opened, revealing Kris. ‘Dr Melhuish. This way, if you please.’




  Tania was there too. She had a funny expression on her face and shrugged when she saw Hera.




  ‘Can’t see what the fuss is about. A few candid memos. Nothing like the ones I used to send you and which you obviously destroyed. And they want to query our science, whatever that

  means. We should be out in half an hour – and then we are going for a drink. Dr Kowalski’s orders.’




  They were led down a long corridor with opaque office doors on either side. At the end was a lift, which took them down a floor to one of the transverse wings. This lift opened into the anteroom

  of a small concert chamber.
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