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“It’s hard to imagine,” Sumot mused, “That something so beautiful can represent
evil.”

My job as a hero protecting the Earth’s natural biodiversity included murdering
anything that had been changed by more than about 5 percent. So far, destroying en-
tire biomes had been a theoretical part of my job. That was likely to change. The
flower almost certainly wouldn’t pass, and while one simple thing of beauty was
barely worth mourning, the entire biome would be cleansed of the flower. Seed, root,
stem, samples, and digital data would all die. DNA signatures would enter our mul-
tiply locked databases of forbidden life.

If we found more, the entire biome would need to be destroyed. I knew why—we'd
lost the Congo to biohackers, and my father had lost his father in the three-day bio-
hacker war that followed. I had not been part of a destruction order yet, and I
thought of the parrots and let a small prayer for clean genetics escape my lips.

Sumot brushed her long, dark hair back over her shoulders and focused on an in-
coming message. Her eyes went soft-focus, and her lips twitched as she looked up
and through her lenses at a message her glasses obscured from me; something with
high security. When she refocused, she said, “Let’s go. We have a whistleblower.”

I glanced out of the window at the Rising Jungle, which still held our ship in the
embrace of its largest docking arms. “More samples?”

“Not from here.”

That she wouldn’t say any more was telling. I followed her to our ship’s bay and
found a tall, slim man already suited and waiting for us, his helmet clutched under
his arm. His thin face looked even more wary than Dr. Ling’s had appeared when we
stood right under the red orchids. Under his mistrust of us, I felt a sadness that
seemed to infect every muscle, every movement, and every sound. And as if wary fear
and sadness were not enough, I also sensed guilt.

The guilt ran so deep that he might be hiding it from himself.

Sumot nodded at him, but didn’t say anything, so I followed her lead and suited up
in silence.

On the other side of the lock, we headed for the second meeting ship. Sumot had
started the testing process before we got there, and the ship recorded only one bug
found, a surprising slice of pretty code that had come in with a repair tech and lived
in the water monitoring system. Sumot and I shared this data in silence and only
with each other. I watched her face as she destroyed the bug, noting the triumph in
her eyes as she verified it had been eradicated.

She released the docking mechanisms, and the ship flowed out through the bay
doors using only the tiniest of thrusters to keep us safe from the edges. We floated
free, surrounded by stars on three sides. The station bulked above us, turning the
tiny meeting-ship into an ant.

Once we were safely away from ship and station, we stripped off our helmets. The
man’s large, brown eyes looked from place to place quickly, never settling long on
anything. His voice sounded breathy. “Is this safe?” he asked.

Sumot was always careful. “It tests clear. We cannot ever know.”

His head bobbed up and down, and he swallowed. “Call me Joe.”

“Okay.” Sumot did not offer our names. He knew them, or he didn’t need to know them.

“You know about the smaller research stations?” he said. “The academics?”

Sumot inclined her head, her severe ponytail bobbing with the motion. “We inspect
them.”

“You miss the university stations.” He licked his lips. “The ones from private insti-
tutions. The ones that the billionaires invest in but never talk about.”

Sumot’s lips thinned, a sign she was frustrated with the man’s indirectness. “You
came to tell us about something that disturbs you.”
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the struggle for the throne of the Seven
Kingdoms. I mean no offense to these
people when I say that. I read on and on,
wide-eyed, as excited by the Hekhaloth-
ic account of the seven palaces as I
might have been by an account of Queen
Daenerys’s romance with Frodo, and for
just about the same reasons.

So the rabbis, obeying their instruc-
tions, present the proper seals to the
proper doorkeepers, and make their way,
palace after palace, to the inner realms
of the Lord’s dwelling. These doorkeep-
ers are a fearsome bunch. At the sixth
palace the head doorkeepers are Kazpiel
and Dumiel, “whose bows are strung and
stand before them, their swords are
sharpened and in their hands. And light-
nings flow and issue forth from the balls
of their eyes, and spiderwebs of fire from
their nostrils and torches of fiery coals
from their mouths. . . .” We see the ad-
venturous rabbis presenting the appro-
priate seals to Kazpiel, “whose sword is
drawn in his hand, and there issue forth
from it lightnings, and he shaketh it
against everyone who is not fit to behold
the King and his throne, and there is no
creature who may stay his hand. And his
sword crieth and saith: ‘Pain!”” Some
who come before him he slays at once;
for the more fortunate he will “bring
thee a whirlwind and seat thee in a
chariot of brilliance and trumpet before
thee as eight thousands of myriads of
horns and three thousands of myriads of
rams’ horns and four thousands of myri-
ads of bugles. . ..” Those who survive
Kazpiel go next to Dumiel, another fero-
cious figure who stands ready to destroy
anyone he deems undeserving of being
passed inward to the seventh and final
palace, which is Paradise, where the
Lord God Himself resides.

The four rabbis meet varying fates.
Rabbi Akiva tells us that he “entered
safely and came out safely,” though he
does not tell us how he achieved this.

Reflections: The Sixth Palace

Asimov's

Ben Zoma’s glimpse of Paradise drives
him mad. Ben Avuyah, a rabbi as famed
for his scholarship as Akiva, undergoes
an even more terrible metamorphosis,
emerging as a heretic, a blasphemer, and
a libertine, so villainous that thenceforth
his name is never mentioned in sacred
texts except under the euphemism, “The
Other One.” And poor Ben Azai, as the
epigraph to my story describes, makes it
as far as the gate of the sixth palace, but
his outcry of “Water! Water!” at the sight
of the marble walls is the fatal error that
causes the doorkeeper Kazpiel to smite
him with his sword. We know not why, for
who can fathom the ways of the Almighty
and His doorkeepers? And—here is the
Zen angle to my story—I seized on the
idea that the proper behavior at the gate
to the sixth palace might not necessarily
be what we mortals consider to be ratio-
nal behavior, and from that I generated
my story.

So—thanks to Boruch Perl of Brook-
lyn—I know at last where the strange
little anecdote that long ago gave me the
starting point for a story came from. I
have learned once again of the power of
Google, for if you run searches, as I did,
for “Hekhaloth,” “sixth palace,” or “Ger-
shom Scholem,” you will be granted more
information about the gates and their
keepers than you can possibly absorb.
And, finally, by making this belated at-
tempt to find the source of my story, I
came upon a remarkable mystical tale
abounding in mighty figures and potent
imagery (“At the door of the seventh
palace stand angry all the heroes, war-
like, strong, harsh, fearful, terrific, taller
than mountains and sharper than
peaks”) which, though for some it may
have true religious significance, had for
me the sort of visionary force that I have
found in some of the classics of heroic
fantasy, or, even closer to the mark, in
some of the most powerful tales of A
Thousand and One Nights. O
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extraordinary erudition, was unable to
provide any information. And in time I
came to assume I would never know.

No knowledge remains lost forever,
though, especially theological knowl-
edge, and here in the far future that is
the twenty-first century we have a thing
called Google that penetrates all myster-
ies at the click of a mouse. I suppose that
at any time in the last decade I could
have looked up “Hekhaloth” or “sixth
palace” on my computer and found the
origin of my story, but it didn’t occur to me
to do so. And then, one day late in 2014,
there came an e-mail from Boruch Perl of
Brooklyn, who has made a careful study
of Jewish mystical lore. “The quote,” he
told me, “is from Jewish Gnosticism:
Merkabah Mystic and Talmudic Tradi-
tion, by Gershom Scholem.” It is drawn,
he said, from “an extremely obscure book
of Kabbalah (Jewish mysticism) and is
based on an incident recorded in the Tal-
mud (Hagigah 1)” in which “Ben Azai
gazed (at the Divine Presence) and was
killed. . . .” I had heard of Gershom Sc-
holem (1897-1982), the great German-
born scholar who from 1933 until his re-
tirement in 1965 held the post of
Professor of Jewish Mysticism at the He-
brew University of Jerusalem. Mr. Perl
provided me with a link to the text of the
Gershom Scholem book. I was at my
computer in a flash.

Eureka!

There was the whole story, the mere
edge of which I had come upon in 1964
and used as the inspiration for that tale
in Galaxy.

The Hekhaloth Books, Scholem ex-
plained, were part of a group of Jewish
mystic texts, well over a thousand years
old, including, among others, the Greater
Hekhaloth, the Lesser Hekhaloth, and a
book called Merkabah Rabbah. “Hekh-
aloth,” in Hebrew, means “palace” or “tem-
ple.” It is in the Lesser Hekhaloth, says
Scholem, that the famous Jewish hero
Rabbi Akiva, who lived from about A.D.
40 to 135, tells the tale of his journey to
heaven in the company of three fellow
rabbis, Ben Zoma, Ben Avuyah, and . . .
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Ben Azai! They discovered as they went
that the Lord God of Israel “sitteth with-
in seven palaces, one within another.
And at the entrance to each palace are
eight doorkeepers, four to the right of the
lintel and four to the left of the lintel.
These be the names of the doorkeepers
of the first palace: Lahabhiel, and
Kashrael, Zekhuthiel, Tophhiel, and La-
hariel, Mathkiel, and Shuwael. And
there be those who say, ‘And Shubhael.”

I read on, fascinated, as the ancient
text listed the names of all the doorkeep-
ers of the inner palaces and described the
complicated process by which those who
would enter into the presence of the Lord
God must placate them. (“When thou
comest and standest at the entrance of
the first palace take two seals in thy
hands, one that of Totrosi’ai the Lord and
one that of Surya the Prince of the Pres-
ence. Show that of Totrosi’ai the Lord to
those standing to the left. . . . Straightway
they seize thee, one from thy right and
one from thy left until they bring thee
and hand thee over to Taghriel and
Mathpiel and make thy peace with them
and warn them concerning thee. Now
Taghriel is the prince who is the head of
the entrance of the second palace and
standeth to the right of the lintel, and
Mathpiel is the prince who standeth to
the left of the lintel with him....”) I
must point out that although, as I said, I
am Jewish by birth, I have never had
any sort of religious belief, and to me
these mystical figures had no more real
meaning than Zeus or Odin, or, for that
matter, than Tyrion Lannister and
Daenerys Targaryen, or Bilbo Baggins
and Aragon, Lord of the Western Lands,
or the stalwart warriors of E.R. Eddi-
son’s The Worm Ouroboros. They are all
characters out of fantasy fiction, to me. I
realize that others do feel differently
about the textual matter of their reli-
gions, and that the gatekeepers of the
seven palaces may be true realities to
them, whereas to me Taghriel and Math-
piel are just figures in a story, a story
that somebody made up just as surely as
George R.R. Martin made up the tale of

Robert Silverberg
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were the barrier between greed and life, between hunger for profit and love of nature,
between destruction and salvation.

This was my third inspection. The first two had turned up clean. With luck, this
one would be clean, too.

A vertical ladder connected the landing platform to the biome floor. At the bottom of
the ladder, the Rising Jungle biome’s principal manager, Dr. Harv Ling, waited pa-
tiently in a clearing under a shefflera tree. Parrots still screeched far above us. Closer,
finches twittered and called. Damp, earthy scents filled the air, sweet and full of life.

Dr. Ling’s handshake was firm, and his words welcoming in spite of his wary eyes.
“Good to see you, Inspectors.” He nodded at Sumot. “Dr. Sumot Kundi,” and then
blinked and pulled my name from memory as well. “Candidate Doctor Paulette Rain.”

Since Sumot had both a decade and two ranks on me, she returned his greeting in
the polite, formal language of the Bureau of Diversity Protection. “Hello, Dr. Ling.
Thank you for the tour. We appreciate the opportunity to see so much of your excellent
work.”

“Follow me?” His features failed to hide how unwelcome we were. We were taught
how to notice the feelings that people want to bury, the fear under formality, the dis-
dain under wide-open smiles. This man wished we were on the far side of the Solar
System.

We followed him along a raised pathway, armed with scissors and collection bags.
I carefully clipped and labeled leaves, lured insects into cups, held tiny tree frogs in
my hand and tipped them into boxes, and captured a spider as big as my palm in a
sealed bag. Sumot took photographs and video and asked piercing questions that Dr.
Ling answered smoothly.

Everything looked healthy and natural. Thus, it took me by surprise when Sumot
interrupted the tour at an intersection between the raised walkway and a faint path
in the forest. “Please take us north a klick.”

He glared at her, and for a second I saw refusal in his eyes. But we were tracked
and recorded and recording, and our minders, Alin and Suzanne, watched over us
from our ship. He had no choice. As we left the main path, the jungle closed around
us, leaves brushed our shoulders and hair, and roots threatened to trip our feet.
Bromeliads clung to tree trunks, displaying bright curtains of yellow and red flowers.

The trail thinned into a whisper. “Further,” Sumot told him.

“We might damage the soil,” he said, his face a mask.

“We might,” she said, and walked ahead of him, perhaps following some clue from
one of our watchers. She stopped in a small clearing full of flowers and butterflies,
the soil damp and mossy. She whispered to me. “Look up.”

A profusion of bright orchids hung in the canopy, some with flowers so big they set
off red flags in my brain. Of course, it was hard to tell what grew differently because
the biome was in orbit, and what was gene-modded, but the flowers screamed money.

Crime almost always screamed money.

As Sumot flew one of our three precious drones up to collect a flower, I watched
over Dr. Ling, recording his body language for later analysis and court evidence,
should we need it. I kept my own expressions as neutral as possible, but I wasn’t go-
ing to need analysis to confirm that he was guilty. I may have only been an inspector
for a year, but my training was impeccable.

Back aboard the U.N. biodiversity protection ship Orion 8, we plugged the samples
we had into analysis machines. I cupped the harvested orchid in my gloved hand and
admired the petals, thinking that the magenta and yellow flower would cover my
whole face if T held it up in front of me. In the folded center of the flower, pale white
and pink led to yellow, which drew my gaze back to a red the color of a beating heart.
Still, I steeled myself and crushed it down into the metal jaws of the machine.
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