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SAAC ASIMOV, who is, at least ac-
cording his publishers, the Grand
Master of Science Fiction, has had
quite a lot of bad press in this magazine
over the years: so much so that its current
[read “some long-forgotten”... -Ed) editor

has specifically asked for contributions in

his defence. I like a challenge.

I suspect that defending the great man's
prose is unlikely to be easy: consider the
following excerpt from the posthumous
"Forward The Foundation" found more or
less at random and surreptitiously copied
down on the back of a credit card receipt
before the shopkeeper noticed:

"Forty! He was nol young any
longer. Life no longer stretched be-
fore him as a vast uncharted field, its
horizon lost in the distance. He had
been on Trantor for eight years and
the time had passed quickly. An-
other eight years and he would be
nearly fifty. Old age would be
looming."

Copy like that gets laughed out of
Jomsborg Writers' Workshop.

For similar reasons, Isaac Asimov can-
not possibly be held as great on the
strength of his characterisation. Even his
most convincing effort, Elijah Baley, tends
to be a counterfeit Philip Marlowe, but
lacking both the charm and the wit. As for
female characters, well, the depth of the
man's insight is so indicative of a lifetime
spent in New Hall Bar that it is a wonder
he never turned up to CUSFS - perhaps he
was afraid of getting an earful, or maybe
he was put off by the raffle prizes.

So what is the basis of Asimov's impor-
tance? Is it simply that so many pecple,
even those who dislike his work, believe
he is important? It cannot always have
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been that way. Is he important because no
second-hand bookshop worthy of the name
is without its tattered paperback copies of
"Nightfall Two" and "Second Foundation",
or its shiny hardback remainder of
"Fantastic Voyage II - Destination Brain"?
Actually, even though I have just nipped
out for some chocolate and fizzy pop at
May's Cafe, with the consequent pause for
contemplation, I am not at all sure I know
the answer to this question, so I shall leave
it for later.

It seems to me that, as far as defending
Asimov goes, I am not doing a particularly
good job, and yet, there are some of his -
books which I enjoyed reading. For in-
stance, his detective-story robot books,
"The Caves Of Steel" and "The Naked
Sun" are actually quite good. The robotics
ideas are still fresh and central to the plot,
which moves and twists at a pleasing pace,
and above all, the books are short, as his
novels generally were in those days, before
publishers became obsessed with the ex-
tended trilogies of inch-thick blockbusters
so many of which can be found holding up
the furniture in student flats all over the
world. Indeed, the sole exception to the
rule that Asimov's rather fat latter day
books are several shades of dire darker
than dismal is the third Baley novel, "The
Robots Of Dawn", although it does leave
one feeling that it would have been better
the length of the first two. In between the
smugness, the gratuitous sex and the ludi-
crous story of the little girl who acciden-
tally gave her favourite robot amazing psy-
chic powers, we find a tale of Auroran
political infighting with potentially signifi-
cant impact on the future of Earth and its
people. Ultimately, Baley resolves the
political problem without making any great
impact on the actual crime. This latter he
only solves once the murderer is assured of
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a satisfactory outcome and is willing to be
discovered. In contrast, "Robots And
Empire" genuinely is appalling - the heroes
are unconvincing, the villains are straight
from a pantomime, the sex is laughable
and the robots have just gone too far.

It seems to me that Asimov's strength
lies in his science, not in his fiction. He is
at his plausible best when he takes a fresh
idea and places it at the heart of a stripped-
down plot which he presents with a mini-
mum of fuss. When he strays into waters
requiring any kind of empathy with the
human condition, he soon runs aground.
Perhaps it is not too cynical to suggest that
Asimov's best work concerns ' robots,
mainly because he does not understand
humans,

Asimov's greatest hero, Hari Seldon,
does understand humans, at least when
they act en masse. "Foundation" and
"Foundation And Empire" are also present
on my Asimov shortlist. These books are
actually collections of novella-length sto-
ries, principally orientated towards the
presentation of psychohistory, Asimov's
putative mathematics of social behaviour,
which is interesting, despite its inappro-
priate name. The format of the stories
tends to lead Asimov away from exploring
his characters too thoroughly, which is
probably a good thing, while we watch,
through their individual actions, the evo-
lution of the Foundation's internal and ex-
ternal politics in accordance with Seldon's

T'S ODD HOW media interest in science
and science fiction waxes and wanes.
The national papers often ignore the
topic for weeks (if not months) at a time,
and often the TV listings don't even deem
SF on TV worthy of description. Then,
suddenly, SF is everywhere. It happened
rather memorably with articles in the
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predictions. "Second Foundation" feels
more like a novel: Asimov annoys us by
trying to write characters, including the
kind of precocious teenager so sadly be-
loved of the worst American Science Fic-
tion. More distressingly, he gets carried
away with the "psycho" in "psychohistory",
giving its practitioners startling telepathic
powers over individuals, despite the fact
that the discipline is concerned with the
broad statistical behaviour of societies.
Further, the Mule, a warped sterile te-
lepath, hellbent on galactic domination,
fails to achieve full satiation of his lust for
power, solely due to his unrequited feeling
for a woman who was kind to him - amor
vicit omnia, Hari Seldon's third law. The
other Foundation novels are typical Asi-
mov fat books - the ideas are well past
their sell-by dates and the stories are pad-
ded out with fulsome cleverness, gratui-
tous gadgetry and rather grim intercourse,
culminating in the mystery of Seldon's girl-
friend: is she a robot? does he care? does
he...

So, Isaac Asimov, Grand Master Of
Science Fiction? Maybe not. Isaac Asi-
mov, throw it in the bin? Probably, but
pause for consideration. If the book is
thin, it might be all right. If it's the story of
one human's crusade to blah blsh blah, the
bin. If it's a political thriller or detective
story centred on a technological innova-
tion, it might just be worth reading.

Times about the early production woes of
the latest addition to the growing collec-
tion of Star Trek series, Yoyager, and of
the latest of the Trek films, Generations.
The story with Voyager was this: cho-
sen to play the role of the captain of the
USS Voyager was one Genevieve Bujold.
Unfortunately for Paramount, who dithered
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some time before deciding on a woman
captain, the actress quit after only days of
filming. Rumour has it that she had no
wish to play "a comic book character".
Interesting, captain. Certainly The Times
thought so; both the daily and the Sunday
editions carried articles on the "fiasco",
and were only too quick to point out that
this was only one dispute of many to
plague the production of the world's fa-
vourite science fiction television show.

Even more recently, with Generations,
there was disagreement between William
Shatner and Patrick Stewart over their
roles as captains of the Enterprise past and
present (not to say their respective acting
abilities)... ~From Gene Roddenberry's
"megalomaniac” attitude to his actors
(underlings?) to the almost universal dis-
like of William Shatner by the cast of the
original series, the vision of a hap-hap-
happy future where man can "boldly go" in
peace is belied by acrimony behind the
scenes.

Voyager did make it to the screens,
though, to varied reactions from Star Trek
fandom. The woman captain remained,
played by Kate Mulgrew, and Generations
made it to the big screen, both ironically

f HAT'S NO JOB for a grumpy old
poker like you!' called the man
sitting alone at the next table.

Neuboldt had not really noticed him be-

fore. Sixtyish and wiry, his skin looked as

if it had long ago turned to leather and his
short white hair stood on end. From the
way he stared at his pint, it almost seemed
that he expected no reaction to his remark.

He tapped the ash from his pipe onto the

floor.

Neuboldt felt obliged to make some
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helped rather than hindered by the media
interest.

Why should this attract the attention of
the national media? I don't know for sure,
but for a world in which so many people
have heard of Star Trek (and indeed of
Trekkies), the attempt to introduce a fe-
male captain is an interesting yardstick by
which to measure the progression of
equality in 20th Century Society. Trekkies
will tell you about the progressive attitude
of Star Trek throughout the years (see
David Damerell's article "In Praise of Star
Trek" in TTBA Volume 20, Number 3 for
an example), and maybe it is the spectacle
of this attitude being trounced by the reali-
ties of the modern world that has attracted
the press. Again here, the present belies
the image of the futurc that the show
wishes to project.

But then, idealism makes some of the
best SF (and some of the worst), and per-
haps it is this that has made Star Trek so
popular. People like to dream and exercise
the imagination. Some people would love
to zip at light speed across the galaxy with
these amiable if slightly two-dimensional
folk. And, given the choice between Brit-
ish Rail on a strike day and the USS En-
terprise, wouldn't you?

kind of rejoinder - he was twenty-six, fit,
healthy and well qualified - if anyone was
a grumpy old poker who should be mind-
ing his old business, it was the stranger at
the next table, but to say this to his face
would seem childish. For a few seconds,
he stared into space as if suspended from
his goblet, waiting to blink at an incoming
notion, and then, gulping down the last of
his wine with a flourish, he shot a sly
glance at his comrades and headed for the
bar.
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'Pour me another, landlord.' he said,
bombastically, and added "Who's he? in a
whisper.

T thought you were a dragonslayer.' said
the barman. The barman was just balding,
although his hair, flopping down over his
ears, was still dark brown, as was his
moustache, which drooped carelessly over
his drawn cheeks.

From behind the bar of the Queen Al-
ice, he had seen Vernham change. Even in
the worst of the wartime, the ladies and
gentlemen would pass by outside of an
evening, dressed in their silks and their
satins, on their way to some lavish ball or
society party. The city was always throb-
bing with gossip - never ending tales of
Poldrath's affairs or Manzini's business
methods. Nowadays, Poldrath and Man-
zini were merely names carried on the mist
and myth surrounding the Vernham which
once was, so long ago now, it seemed.

Yet it was only ten years since Skarrax,
a dragon old, but still as vicious and unre-
liable as ever, had tired of his diminishing
pickings in the East and descended sud-
denly, in a welter of black smoke, fire and
fury, on victorious Vernham, rich with
spoil, but tired of fighting, celebrating the
end of vigilance in true and fulsome splen-
dour.

Nonetheless, the clientele of the Queen
Alice had changed little. During the lan-
guid season, the mathematicians and the
chess players still gathered outside on the
terrace beneath the vines, but now they bet
mostly for drink. In the winter, they would
jostle for space inside with the schemers,
dealers and hard men of Vernham's less
salubrious industries, and the air would be
thick with smoke, but it would never be an
uneasy gathering - at one stage there was
not a professor of mathematics in the uni-
versity who had not played chess with
Manzini, and hardly a student or a hanger-
on who had not lost money on the out-
come.

Manzini was dead now, and his net-
works were in tatters - Skarrax had gorged
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himiself on all kinds of well-organised
business, until the only ones left were the
little men, fighting each other for small
beer. However, if you were trying to set
something up, or trying to set someone up,
you still did it in the Queen Alice, and you
still prevailed on the barman to be his
usual discreet self. The barman refilled
Neuboldt's goblet from a large earthenware
jug, spilling a few dark droplets of last
summer's wine, soon lost among the years.

'‘And so I am.' replied Neuboldt, for
dragonslaying was the field in which he
had specialized at the Velsdorp Academy
of Military Practice. His doctoral research
had received the universal acclaim, and
nobody had objected when the Royal Insti-
tute of Xenocide welcomed him into its
Fellowship at the youngest age in its rec-
ords. It was now his intention to demon-
strate his prodigious talent in the flesh - the
flesh of Skarrax, black scourge of Vern-
ham and the East. He was far from being
the only one with this in mind.

'‘But you don't recognize Fred Grim-
north.' The name was vaguely familiar, but
Neuboldt couldn't place it.

"Who?' He was certainly not a member
of the Institute,

'"Fred Grimnorth. He's the best, so they
say. Iexpect he's here for the same reason
as you. That'll be fourpence, please.’

Neuboldt gave the barman a shilling
and wandered with a casual affectation
over to the table where Grimnorth was still
intent on his beer. He sat down magnani-
mously, backwards on a chair and said
"Well, well, well, Fred Grimnorth! Lars
Neuboldt.', offering his hand.

'Mr Grimnorth will do nicely, Dr
Neuboldt.' said Grimnorth, looking at the
hand and blinking twice. 'What can I do
for you?' _

Neuboldt sipped and then proceeded.

T was wondering if we might discuss
the, er, disposal of the foul dragon Skarrax,
over a friendly drink.’

A pause - Grimnorth's attention was
now in his pockets, agitating for a packet
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with some tobacco left inside - Neuboldt's
uneasy attention was on Grimnorth, and
the arm which held his goblet stuck, half-
way up, half-way down, a token of his
bloodymindedness.

'Discuss away.' invited the older man, as
he set about restoking his pipe. Neuboldt
sipped again: he flashed his eyes back at
his comrades as if to suggest that he was
getting somewhere.

'My metallurgist, Gryst,' he began con-
fidently, 'has really outdone himself, this
time. The lance he's produced is the
sharpest and hardest piece of tungsten al-
loy that's ever been made. You can slice
through a diamond and hardly notice. I'd
be honoured if you would try it out - it's
very light.'

For the first time that evening, Grim-
north actually looked up at Dr Lars
Neuboldt, more than thirty years his junior.
He cocked his head slightly, lit his pipe
and took a long draw. Then, as the smoke
emerged slowly from his slightly crooked
nose, he permitted himself a gentle hint at
a smile. 'In my experience, dragons prefer
a meal which carries its own toothpick.' he
mused. 'Stick with your earlier plan.'

My earlier plan?' Neuboldt twitched his
head round and looked agitatedly towards
his own table. There was Gryst, staring
blankly into space, silent except for the
sound of empty vodka glasses firmly re-
turning to the table. There was Darvit,
trying to make Gryst laugh by telling Vask
one of his tall tiresome stories about his
rude and unfaithful stepmother. Vask
looked ill. Neuboldt was trying to think
what Grimnorth might have overheard.

'Disposing of the foul dragon Skarrax
over a friendly drink." Grimnorth pointed
his pipe as he spoke, and his eyes were full
of intent. Neuboldt began to wonder.

"You can't just walk up to a dragon and
say "Hi, Skarrax, are you going for a
pint?"

No.' :

‘Then what are you driving at?'
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1 thought it was your plan. 1 mean,
you're the academic.'

Neuboldt looked around for help, but he
only saw the barman, who smiled sheep-
ishly and started again with his cloth at the
tankard he had been drying.

1 don't think you're taking this dragon
very seriously.’ Protested Neuboldt, taking
an angry swig from his goblet.

'Best way to stay alive.! Grimnorth re-
sponded earnestly. 'Dragons have an
alarming way of picking up on village
gossip.'

T beg your pardon?' That was surely a
joke.

'The barman's running a book on which
of us manages to kill Skarrax.' said Grim-
north, by way of explaining his remark.
The blank expression which met him re-
vealed a lack of worldly wisdom in the
young academic. 'Obviously it's in his in-
terests to balance his bets. Ibelieve he and
the dragon are going fifty fifty.'

'How did you hear about this?'

Neuboldt was genuinely perturbed, not
ounly that his most serious of professions
should be sport for idle bookmakers, but
also at the frightening thought that the bet-
ting might influence the outcome. Grim-
north, on the other hand, had become al-
most genial. He at least was at home in
the Queen Alice.

. 'Tlike a flutter, now and then - study the
form and whatnot. Anyway, it's standard
practice.'

'‘Oh? And who did you bet on this time?'
Neuboldt was becoming less and less sur-
prised that a dragonslayer of Fred Grim-
north's reputed success had never managed
to append 'FRIX' to his name.

Tm sure I've still got the slip some-
where.' said the old man, and he began the
exhumation. The relevant crumpled scrap
of paper emerged eventually from beneath
a grubby assortment of pocket rubbish.
Neuboldt fidgeted and sipped at his wine
while Grimnorth repocketed a penknife
and a wedding ring. The tobacco packets,
bottle corks, crumbs and teeth he swept
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carelessly onto the floor, before sliding his
betting slip across the damp table towards
Neuboldt. Carefully unsticking it from
itself, Neuboldt unfolded it and squinted to

HADN'T EXPECTED IT to be so ordi-
nary. Sure, it was beautiful, but it
.could have been any particularly
spectacular sunset. Apart from the fact
that the sun was still several hours above
the horizon. The world below the balcony
was bathed with golden orange light, as
though there were finally more sodium
street lamps than anything else, and there
were no patches of dark in which terrible
things might hide. So there were no terri-
ble things, and no dark patches, but there
weren't any streetlights either, just the face
of the Earth and on it sunlight like molten
metal. And between them the balcony.

It was made of wood. The floor was
smooth, pale pine, the rail a dark, sensuous
hardwood I had never identified, but in this
light, at this time, it was almost impossible
to distinguish them. I don't remember
what the table was made of, but I think the
chairs were cane. The doors don't matter.
I left them behind me, holding in my hand
the last bottle of tokaj in the world. The
last bottle of anything in the world, I
placed it on the table next to the last basket
of bread, fresh from the oven what might
have been that morning. There was a bowl
of fruits the size of grapes or cherries and
the colour of the sun. But everything was
now, even her eyes.

She flourished a golden-bladed knife as
though producing it by a conjuring trick
and waved it in the direction of a small
block of cheese. I nodded. Words seemed
unwanted. I fished a corkscrew from
somewhere and broke the seal. It felt
vaguely sacrilegious, for a moment, before
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read the details.

'‘But that's me!' he said, not quite
knowing how to react. Grimnorth
shrugged.

I remembered that things were beyond that
now. The screw bit the cork cleanly, and
eased itself clear with a tiny sound of relief
in the emptiness. I proffered it for a
somewhat unnecessary approval, then
poured two glasses. Icouldn't remember if
the stems were tinted or not, and had no
way of telling. She stood, with one glass, I
exchanged the bottle for the other.

"To the end of the world,” she said.

"To the end of the world." We raised
our glasses to each other and our surround-
ings, and drank. Nectar, as smooth, sweet
and golden as the light. We sat, and took
the food she had arranged while I had been
opening the bottle.

"I never imagined this," T said. "Things
coming to such a tidy, complete conclu-
sion." :

"It all has to end here. There can't be
any loose ends, so they may as well be
made neat." We sat and ate, and drank, in
silence for a moment. Then she said, "I
never imagined there would be anyone to
come this far with." We looked at each
other, and raised our glasses again.

"To all the men and women we've
known down the years."

"To all the people we've shared our
wine with." We reflected on that, and all
those people, and tried to remember who it
was who could be persuaded to recall a
previous life as a dog, given enough tokaj.
Some young artist, I thought, but she re-
membered him being a man of the cloth.
Maybe he was both. There might even
have been two of them. It's been a long,
long time.
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We sat, and said what little remained to
be said. We ate and drank until the cheese
ran out and the small bottle was nearly
empty, the sun that bit closer to its last ho-
rizon. From somewhere she produced a
small, neat joint. T looked at her in a
slightly disapproving manner, as it seemed
to be rather at odds with the solemmity of
the occasion. "What harm can it do?" she
asked.

"And anyway, we've been drinking." I

shrugged, and she lit up.

The smoke curled upwards, looking
afire itself in the sun. She passed it across
to me. I was still tense, despite the wine,
or maybe because of it. Perhaps she was
right, we should relax, accept what was
going on. The taste of the hash mingled
with that of the tokaj, the effects of both
bringing a numb warmth to my view. I
could almost feel the loose ends of my
mind being neatly tied up.

A few passes later, nearing the end of
the joint, a thought occurred to me. "So

HE NIGHT WRAPPED ITSELF around
her like a velvet cloak. The wind,
cutting its way amongst the roof-
tops, stroked her suit. She gazed into the
panel she stood opposite, the moonlight
reflecting her high cheek bones and her
prominent nose; her face looked slightly
cadaverous. Turning round, she leant back
and took in her surroundings. In the dis-
tance she could make out the dark edge of
the mountains cutting into the sky. The
solar panelled rooftops, winking in the
moonlight, spread off in all directions to
meet with the mountain face. This rooftop
was a sky over the entire city on the valley
floor, hence its name: Heaven.
She grabbed the cold bulk of the phaser
hanging off her belt and punched a code
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which of us gets the honour of the last ever
toke?"

She smiled. "I think we should share
it." Leaning her elbows on the table, she
inbaled, and threw the still-glowing end
over the rail, off the balcony. I leaned
forward to meet her. Lips. Touched,
open.
Taste of the smoke, its warmth, the
touch of its reality in this unreal world.
Taste of tokaj, rich and sweet. Taste of
cheese, a touch of sharpness and salt.
Taste of us. Taste of the golden sunlight
pervading everything, everywhere. Seeing
gold, not black, not even pink behind the

eyelids.
We broke. And looked at each other.
And looked at each other.

"I never imagined ..."

Again. We want for nothing more.
Maybe we should finish the wine, but this
is more important. Maybe later. We have
all the time in the world.

into the in-built panelling.

'Are you ready?', she asked her headset,
to which a tiny buzzing in her ear replied:
Tet's go.'

She turned left and started to run along
the angle between adjacent rooftops, her
shoes squeaking slightly as they made
contact with the solar panels beneath. The
adrenaline began to pump around her
body; she felt the joy of the risk and the
taste of fear in the back of her throat. Tir-
ing, she began to slow and stopped just
before the rooftops gave way to a large
gutter. After checking in both directions,
she leapt, smoothly contacting more pan-
elling the other side of the drainage sys-
tem. Her breath rasped in her throat as she
ran on, her muscles becoming steadily
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heavier.

A brief flash of light crossed her path
and bounced off a nearby panel; she hadn't
expected this so soon. Momentarily
blinded, the night thickened as her eyes re-
accustomed themselves to the darkness.
She crouched, the night blindness slowly
passing away, the darkness seeming to en-
croach upon her. She edged forward and
nosed her phaser around the edge of the
panelling into the next gutter. The moment
she saw movement, another flash passed in
front of her, forcing her to retreat slightly.
Aiming the phaser, a bolt of plasma shot
into the distance, missed its target and re-
bounded off into the sky; an arm of light
reaching for the stars. Leaning forward
again she released the trigger five times in
succession, then moving forward she
jumped into the gutter before diving into
another parallel groove between rooftops.
As she dived a flash of light wrapped itself
around her ankle. Breathing hard she
heaved herself up against the reinforced
glass and stammered: 'Suit, status.

'85%.' .

'Fuck, she said to herself as she waited
until the phaser signalled it was ready. She
edged forward again and glanced down the
artificial avenue the gutter created, scyth-
ing its way through the rooftops. There. A
darker shade of black. She sighted.

A detonation of light preceded a splin-
tering sound, then erratic tinkling as shards
of glass ricocheted around. A circle of
light flashing above the surface instantly
illuminated the whole area. She shielded
her eyes and glanced to where the panel-
ling had been gouged open. This wasn't
meant to happen; it wasn't part of the
game. Turning back her glance happened
upon the nauseating sight of a black suited
woman surrounded by a pool of blood.
Angrily she switched her phaser off prac-
tice mode and sighted upon the spinning
white circle. Bolts of light screamed out of
the end of the phaser and hurled them-
selves at the floating entity. Instantly she
was blown backwards, the floor directly in
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front of her blown away in retaliation

The circle of light edged steadily to-
wards her. She screamed down the head-
set: 'Are you alright? Speak to me!' There
was no reply. Not knowing what to do, she
leapt, spinning, releasing three more pulses
of light as her somersault lined itself up

‘'with the object. In the brief glimpse she

had it now seemed to be more precisely
defined; a grey spheroid, encircled by a
row of lights. She watched it falter slightly
as she collapsed through the hole in the
floor, catching herself on the sharp edge of
the destroyed floor, the flank of ber suit
torn open, the skin underneath lacerated.

Her body bounced slackly as it hit the
level below; the suit cushioning her from
most of the impact. She groggily sat up,
sharp pain unleashed itself and radiated
over her side, slowly dulling itself to a
more throbbing sensation. As she touched
her sticky side, the sharpness reappeared.
She pulled her hand away and stared at the
black slick of blood that covered it. Rays
of light piercing the ragged hole above
swiftly dragged her mind away from the
pain.

'Status, suit.'

The suit, its systems damaged, uttered a
string of nonsense but managed to wrap
itself around the wound, staunching the
blood flow. She winced as the pressure
around her abdomen increased, and look-
ing down, watched fibrils moving out of
the suit, binding the torn material. Looking
up again, the light was becoming brighter.
Momentarily panicking she stared at the
grey expanse of service corridor in which
she was lying and then started to pull her-
self along the floor. Her hands initially
slid across the floor until the suit’s texture
altered, increasing her grip. Forty metres
down the corridor, exhausted, she tried
desperately to remain conscious as her
field of vision faded to black.

Her senses flooded back to her; she
smelt herself, her sweat, then as the black
curtain withdrew she looked down the
corridor. Unaware of how long she had
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passed out, she thought to consult her suit
but remembeied how the voice unit had
been partially destroyed. She tried anyway
but the suit repeated the same unintelligi-
ble garbage. Shakily she stood up, ignor-

ing the now numbed pain in her side, and

carried on further down the corridor.
Eventually a door appeared encased in the
grey; she tried it to no avail. Struggling on,
she lost count of how many locked doors
she passed, and became more and more
acutely aware of her desire for water. The
thirst beckoned to her, thrusting her body
forward. Slowly, she began to realise that
the corridor was ending, as the glowing
neon words 'Descent from Heaven' pene-
trated her dimmed senses.

Stairs. More stairs. A door. Light
flooded 1ts way around her. Photons
stimulated her retina, waves of information
passing along her optic nerves in encrypted
form; the code unveiling itself in her oc-
cipital cortex. Further stimuli passing
around the Erdinger-Westphal nucleus
loop, constricting her pupils and thus al-
lowing further encrypted information to be
interpreted as something other than just
blinding light.

She stood on a large platform. One side
supported the funicular’s station from
which she had somehow emerged, the oth-

-ers held a sturdy looking metal fence.

Benches facing the view were scattered
liberally around the deserted viewing plat-
form, as were a number of shoddy looking
telescopic apparatuses. She slumped into a
bench and looked up at the roof from
which the station hung . It was daytime
underneath the roof, despite the fact it was
night outside. The city maintained a
twenty-four hour day, while the planet cy-
cled once every thirty-nine point five
hours. Most humans still preferred to
maintain the rhythm which evolution had
bred into their genes, although there was a
minority of new-agers who believed that
being out of synch with the planet’s natu-
ral rhythms damaged one’s psyche.

The huge strip lights which lit the city
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also supported themselves from the roof.
She followed a strips course with her eyes
as it passed into the distance and seemed to
merge with countless other strips at the
end of this unusval tunnel. They were not
especially bright, as might be expected
being so close, but the combined light
from all the strips was enough to illumi-
nate the entire city.

The city spread in front of her; spires,
skyscrapers, ziggurats sticking out of the
non-descript plethora of buildings which
lined the valley floor and walls; buildings
stretched right up to the roof, precariously
hanging at right angles off the cliffs. A di-
aphanous layer of mist spread itself thinly
over the metropolis; mist was always scen
from this height, often clouds obscured the
view if the outside climate was appropri-
ate. Lancing its way through the mist, the
funicular’s cable stretched down toward
the city, supported at intervals by hangings
from Heaven. She couldn’t make out ex-
actly where the cable-car would end up,
but she judged it to be near enough to
where she lived. Now all she had to do was
wait until the machine reached her.

A sound to her right caught her atten-
tion and she turned. Three puthara, birds of
enormous dimensions, common only to
this planet, beat their way past the viewing
point in formation. She felt the slight tur-
bulence their enormous wings created as
the air currents wisped around her and
tousled her hair. Their sludge-green plum-
age and red eyes gave the birds a satanic
feel, but despite their evil appearance they
were purely vegetarian, although it had
been rumoured that they had attacked civil-
ians in the past. These rumours had
probably been confused with the actions of
certain cults which sacrificed to the birds,
which they worshipped. The birds were
rarely seen within city limits, and although
they could enter each end, they rarely did.
She shivered, musing that these birds
might be some kind of strange omen, or
the carriers of souls, tramsporting the
woman who she had scen lying up in
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Heaven. She watched the birds until they
were pin-pricks in the distant sky.

The image of the black suit surrounded
by a pool of blood came to her again. She
hadn’t known the woman at all; she’d only
spoken to her via the Internet, and not
much at that. It was a game she played,
running around on Heaven, staging mock
battles with willing people she found in
cyberspace. It was the thrill of the chase
combined with the risk of being caught by
the security guards who sometimes pa-
trolled the glass rooftops. She’d known
people to be caught before, but they’d only
been arrested and subsequently fined, if
that. Something strange had happened to-

night, if it was still tonight she thought, .

cursing her damaged suit for iis newly
created temporal inadequacy.

The cylindrical cable car hung in the air,
below like a child’s mobile, suspending
itself on barely visible cables that seemed
too thin to support the weight. She saw
five tropical wooden fish dangling in her
bedroom window as a child, rotating to the
slightest wind current; their dance on air.
The cylinder expanded, the harsh metal
now visible dictated that it was no longer a
child’s plaything. Smoothly and without a
sound the metallic rod slid behind the sta-
tion and stopped.

She climbed into the pendulous trans-
port and moved toward the seating area.
The cable-car was completely empty as the
viewing platform had been; she surmised it
must be early morning. Just how long had
she been unconscious for? The machine
lurched and she felt her stomach rise un-
comfortably and resettle as the downward
journey began.
~ The cable-car moved quickly, dropping
quickly after each support before slowing
with the steady rise to the next. Through-
out the descent the mist cleared and the
city below became more visible. She

. looked around to find herself sheltered,

almost cosseted by the grey expanse of
buildings which loomed everywhere she
looked. A strip of green caught her eye,
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any form of nature unnatural in this end of
the city. No wonder people spent most of
their time trying to escape somehow; hours
logging themselves into cyberspace, hours
climbing the nearby peaks, hours waging
staged battles against each other in the
dizzy heights of Heaven.

The grey and grime approached steadily
before she was sucked into a dark building,
and the tube halted. She clambered out and
waded her way through a small number of
people carrying binoculars, People inter-
ested in the Puthara presumably she
thought as she exited the building to the
rush of the street and hailed a cab.

A smooth electronic male voice asked
her where she wished to go and the cab set
off deducting money directly from her ac-
count for the expense. She grimaced as the
pain in her side started to throb dully.

'Hey, this isn’t where I asked you to
go!' she screamed at the cab. It ignored her
and the door she tried was locked. She
started to bang on the panelling in frastra-
tion and continued to scream. The cab
continued on its course regardless. She
stopped hammering and resigned herself to
her fate.

The cab halted. She looked outside the
window to see five or six uniformed police
standing outside. One of them opened the
door and escorted her out into a plain grey
building as the others followed. Inside a
white coated man ran up to her immedi-
ately.

"This way miss. Lets have a look at that
wound,’ he said and guided her into a
nearby room, where he gestured to a sur-
gery table. Feeling faint, she felt no com-
pulsion to argue and reclined, quickly
drifting away. The last thing she saw was
the doctor coming towards her with a set
of electrodes and feeling the cold metal on
her temples before it wrapped its way
around her skull.

'Electrodes?' she questioned herself be-
fore blacking out.

She woke up.
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