
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

A Funeral for the Eyes of Fire


Michael Bishop


[image: image]
  

www.sfgateway.com



      
      Prologue

      Long ago there was a jongleur-thief in Kier, before Kier was yet a nation, and the name of the jongleur-thief was Jaud. Gla
         Taus, The World, was new in those days, only lately formed from the primordial slag, and in every situation in this new world
         Jaud acted out of the selfish center of himself. This was not unusual, for in the beginning the world was without law and
         the people had no word for conscience.
      

      Jaud’s disposition was merry and cruel at once, and he chose to live by stealing. After each theft he pirouetted before his
         victim and deftly juggled the items he had stolen: rings, bracelets, coins, seashells, beads, digging tools, and even weapons.
         Not infrequently his victims applauded these performances. Only rarely did the aggrieved Gla Tausian attempt to recover his
         belongings, for Jaud was impatient of those who interfered with his juggling, and throughout the land his deadliness with
         knife and hand ax was well known.
      

      In the infancy of Gla Taus, then, Jaud honored no one but Jaud and a few fellow thieves who had declared themselves his disciples
         and retainers, having recognized in him a sorcerer of chicanery and bloodthirstiness. For untold years after the world began,
         the Thieves of Jaud preyed upon the people of Kier before Kier was yet a nation. They made themselves a bastion in the Orpla
         Mountains, from which they often undertook forays of theft, jugglery, and slaughter.
      

      But as time passed, people drew together against the indifference of Gla Taus and the cruelty of Jaud. From these first feeble
         bands tribes arose, and from the tribes chiefdoms, and from the chiefdoms primitive states, and from the primitive states
         a nation that called itself Kier. Kier exercised dominion through the authority of the first Prime Liege, whom everyone knew
         as Shobbes or Law. Only Jaud and his fellow jongleur-thieves failed to acknowledge the preeminence of Law, for they were free
         spirits obeying no statutes but those written in the unintelligible runes of their blood. How could they know that the superstitious
         taboos of the first bands had become the inhibitory customs of the tribes? How could they know that the customs had become
         ordinances, and that finally Shobbes had had these ordinances codified in writing?
      

      In truth, Jaud and his family of cutpurses, clowns, and cutthroats did not know. Not, at least, until a contingent of Kieri
         soldiers captured one of their number after the fellow had robbed and slain an innocent citizen of a village on the Mirrimsagset
         Plain. For instead of ordering the beheading of the outlaw, Shobbes sent him back to the Orpla Mountains with this message:
      

      “Jaud, Shobbes has told me to say that at last the taboos, the customs, the rules, and the ordinances have become the Commandments
         of Law. And Law declares that no Kieri may steal from another or commit murder. Not even Jaud stands outside the Commandments
         of Law. Shobbes demands that your thieving, your juggling, and your killing instantly cease.” The messenger bowed low before
         his lord, and Jaud struck off his head.
      

      “It is not in the blood for us to follow Law!” Jaud raged, brandishing his short sword. “Therefore, I ordain—not with my own
         voice, but with that of our singing marrow—that we shall continue to thieve, to juggle, and to slay! So be it always!”
      

      Shortly after Jaud delivered this impassioned speech to his followers, he journeyed alone out of the Orpla Mountains and down
         the Tarsebset Moraine to Sket, the summer capital of Kier. Full of bravado and curiosity, he had determined to breach the
         manifold fortifications of the Summer Palace and behold in person the upstart Prime Liege whose name and word were equally
         law. By stealth and cunning Jaud got past the outer wall of Sket and into the curiously buttressed chamber of the sovereign’s
         sleeping quarters and throne room. Soon he would meet Shobbes face to face.
      

      A noise halted Jaud in his tracks. He turned to find himself set upon by a host of helmeted guards. Although he struggled
         like ten Kieri and slew one of his attackers, Jaud was eventually overcome and delivered to Shobbes in halt-chains and wrist-irons.
      

      Shobbes, Law, was an aged gentlewoman wearing starched black skirts and a seamless black overtunic. Her mien was gracious
         and refined, her voice pedantic and precise. Never before in his life had Jaud seen or heard anyone like her.
      

      “You are banished to the Obsidian Wastes,” Shobbes told Jaud in a tone of matter-of-fact authority. “You may not return until
         you find Aisaut, Conscience, in his dwelling there and bow before him in sincere obeisance as his vassal. Only then may you
         know again the company of civil, scruple-inhibited beings.”
      

      Northward along the Kieri coast in High Summer an ice barge carried Jaud into exile. At Ilvaudset Camp he was put ashore and
         abandoned to his sentence. Facing inland toward the pole, Jaud could see beneath the half-frozen ground cover irregular veins
         of the extrusive black glass that gave the Obsidian Wastes their name. He despaired of surviving the decree of Law and of
         finding amid such desolation the hidden dwelling of Conscience. The bigness of his task both appalled and invigorated him,
         and he departed Ilvaudset Camp and its modest garrison of Kieri soldiers in a strange humor of elation and self-doubt.
      

      For seventy days and seventy nights Jaud trekked into the hardening wilderness of the Wastes. He neither ate nor drank nor
         slept. At the end of the seventieth night he came upon the Escarpments of Aisaut, a labyrinth of towering obsidian walls and
         interconnecting canyons of glass which none but the innocent or the penitential could negotiate with ease. Jaud was neither,
         but he entered the daunting maze and for seven more days and nights wandered through it in search of Conscience. On the morning
         of the seventy-eighth day he found himself approaching a wall of such dizzying height and perdurable finality that he knew
         he could go no farther. Looking back, Jaud saw not one opening into this compartment of the labyrinth but seven, and he was
         unable to single out the one by which he had come to his destination. How would he ever return to Kier and the Orpla Mountains?
         Jaud gazed again upon the final wall, thinking that finally, after all the merriment and bloodshed he had known, it would
         perhaps be sweet to die.
      

      But a voice called out, “Jaud, you may not die until you have confronted me and sworn your allegiance!”

      Although these words possessed the ring and tenor of authority, the voice conveying them sounded thin and distant. Jaud, perplexed
         and vaguely irritated, looked about for the invisible crier.
      

      “Approach me, Jaud! Come toward me!”

      “Where?” Jaud shouted.

      “Here in my prison of glass, child!”

      Jaud did not care to be called child, but he approached the towering cliff face and peered into it like one looking for flaws
         in a jewel. “Who are you?” he asked the thing moving sluggishly inside the glass. “What do you want of me?” He pressed his
         face and hands against the obsidian, and the piercing light of three high morning stars revealed that the crier in the rock
         was none other than himself, a second Jaud.
      

      But this Jaud was dressed in starched black skirts and a seamless black overtunic embroidered with threads of an even darker
         black, and Jaud was amazed to see that his double had no hands, only a pair of stumps which he moved back and forth through
         the channels he had worn in the glass.
      

      “I am not your second self,” the imprisoned creature said. “I am the half you denied. Shobbes has sent you to reclaim that
         half by bending before me and asking pardon for your crimes.”
      

      “You are Aisaut, then?”

      “Yes, I am Conscience, Jaud, and you must let me rule.”

      “But you are not the half I have denied, Aisaut. I’ve denied no half at all. I am complete without you and always have been.”

      “Shobbes decrees you outlaw, and therefore unfulfilled. Both of us were born when Gla Taus took shape from the matter of creation,
         but the lava flows of that anarchic time captured me in their searing floods and swept me into this great prison of obsidian.
         You—more fortunate than I—awoke in the Orpla Mountains, faulb blossoms dancing red and orange upon the hillsides and a hymn
         of self-celebration coursing in your veins.
      

      “All that has prevented the Kieri from destroying themselves during my imprisonment here and your mad profligacy in the world
         is the fact that I took a precaution. Before the lava flow entrapped me, Jaud, I bit off my hands and summoned a pair of hawks
         to carry them southward into Kier. These brave birds dropped a bleeding finger at every place where people might have a chance
         to thrive, and my fingers pushed up through the earth in the shapes of great-boled mirrim trees. By every tree a village also
         grew, and when the villages merged each with each in the Mirrimsagset Alliance, Shobbes at last had a nation over which she
         might beneficially rule and she called it Kier. I am therefore cofounder of your country.”
      

      “Over the Thieves of Jaud neither Shobbes nor Aisaut has the least dominion,” Jaud scoffed. “Law has sent me here, but she
         rules neither my followers nor my heart.”
      

      “That’s because my absence is felt,” Conscience replied. “The nation of ten villages has grown beyond the ken of Shobbes,
         and to your own and the Kieri’s disadvantage you have ignored her suzerainty from the beginning.”
      

      “What would you have me do?”

      “Release me from the rock and permit me to lead you home.”

      Jaud laughed. “Aisaut, you are wrong. I have never felt your absence. And by sacrificing your hands to found the state, you
         became less complete than I.”
      

      “Law demands that you release me.”

      “Where is Law, Conscience?” said Jaud, turning slowly around. “I do not see her here. Nor any of her vassals, either.”

      “The Obsidian Wastes are still untamed,” the creature in the wall admitted. “But one day the people of Kier will come to subdue
         them. Already there is a garrison at Ilvaudset Camp. With these soldiers and pioneers will also come the Commandments of Law,
         in full and magnificent panoply.”
      

      “Where, then, is the necessity of my releasing you?”

      “You must do me homage if you wish to see Kier again.”

      “My mind brims with memories of the Orpla Mountains. Perhaps they are enough. Perhaps I no longer desire to return.”

      The thing in the wall shifted uneasily.

      “Further, Conscience, I am far older than you, for the Kieri recall in legends the upheavals that shaped the Obsidian Wastes.
         Of my birth, however, they have no record at all.”
      

      Aisaut protested, “I am as old as you.”

      “Not so,” Jaud told the despairing image of himself. “But lacking hands and trapped in this wall, you are certainly more helpless
         than I.”
      

      “What do you intend to do?”

      “Await the arrival of those who come to tame the Obsidian Wastes. As in the old days out of Orpla, I will fall upon them and
         take their belongings. Any who resist I will murder before your eyes, even as you cry ‘Stay!’ and look upon my deeds with
         impotent horror.”
      

      “Law prohibits these enormities, Jaud!”

      Jaud glanced showily about. “Where is Law, Conscience?”

      “She will come! Mind you, she will come!”

      But Jaud turned his back on the creature in the wall, and Conscience knew that Jaud’s true name was something else altogether.
         The jongleur-thief had fallen into Shobbes’s hands too late to alter his nature, and Aisaut could gain no hold on either his
         emotions or his intellect. The future, at least in the Obsidian Wastes, would unfold exactly as Jaud had prophesied: Conscience,
         crying out “Stay!” as he struggled to free himself, would witness both the banditry and the bloodshed.
      

      And would weep because he could not intervene.

      —A Cultural Sourcebook: Myths, Legends, and Folk Tales of the Kieri.

      Retold in Vox by Clefrabbes Douin, Minister-at-Feln, 6209 G.

   
      
      BOOK ONE

   
      
      
      One

      
      “Why, you callow couchling, you’d think it was the middle of the night! Wake up, Seth! Wake up!”

      
      Seth roused slowly, recasting his brother’s idiomatic Kieri first into Vox, the established galactic tongue, and then into
         their native Langlish, which they had purposely avoided speaking together for several Gla Tausian months. But in Seth’s grogginess
         nearly every word drifted athwart his understanding, suborning the act of translation. Sleep held him like a womb.
      

      
      A hand closed on Seth’s forelock, and tugged. “Damn it, Seth, it’s three hours to sunfall! Get up! The Liege Mistress of Kier,
         and thus of all Gla Taus, wishes to see you!”
      

      
      To awake is to be reborn. Seth felt like an infant hoisted into the air by its heels and slapped resoundingly on the bum.
         Such a sensation was impossible of memory, for it lay outside Seth’s experience. The little parturitions of ten thousand previous
         awakenings, however, had given him a vivid, if eventually numbing, analogue of the shock attendant upon live birth, and he
         knew with a galvanizing dread that it was chaos and uncertainty to which Abel was delivering him.
      

      
      Seth, bolting upright on his couch, struck aside the elder isohet’s too familiar hand.

      
      “Damnation, Seth!” Abel sucked the wounded hand, then histrionically shook it. “What’s the matter with you?”

      
      Seth regarded Abel with the same commingling of fear and grudging admiration that had marked his relationship with Günter
         Latimer, the slain Ommundi mercantile representative to Gla Taus. Latimer, although two weeks dead, was preserved genetically
         in the persons of his “sons.” Seth and Abel were isohets—as clones of disparate age were called both on the Earth of the Ommundi
         Trade Company and elsewhere throughout the range of Interstel that Vox was spoken—and Günter Latimer, a man of towering commercial
         ambition, on-again/off-again charisma, and a convincing humility in the presence of “quasi-humans,” had been their common
         biological template, their isosire—if not, in fact, their “father.” In any case, Latimer’s genetic legacy lived in the persons of his isohet Doppelgangers stranded
         now in Feln, the winter capital of Kier. Abel had been twenty-eight years the dead man’s junior, and Seth, at twenty-one,
         was fourteen Earth-standard years younger than Abel.
      

      
      “No one’s responsible for what he or she does in the first full minute of awakening,” Seth declared. “That’s a period of legal
         insanity.” He was disoriented. His head hurt.
      

      
      Abel, portly at thirty-five, was still trying to shake the smart out of his hand. Seth saw him as a blowsy distortion of their
         isosire, Günter Latimer. …
      

      
      What a hideous end the old man had come to. A host of angry aisautseb, or patriot-priests, had caught Latimer outside Feln’s Winter Palace, stripped him naked, and hoisted him by the heel up the
         southern face of the Kieri Obelisk in Mirrimsagset Square. Palace security had been unwilling or unable to intervene, and
         by the time the turreted copperclads from Pedgor Garrison arrived to disperse the crowd, Latimer’s body was spiculed with
         hundreds of glinting glass darts from the rioters’ ceramic blowguns, weapons they wore like necklaces and whose ancient Kieri
         name meant “demon killer.” But even violated to this unspeakable degree in death, old Latimer had retained an aura of dignity
         unobtainable by Abel. Abel could not muster a comparable presence even in parade-dress pantaloons and formal mourning cap—the
         attire, Seth too vividly recalled, that both his isohet and he had worn to the interminable state funeral directed by Master
         Douin, their host. Jauddeb, like human beings, appreciated ritual. …
      

      
      “While you lie here at midday sleeping,” Abel complained, “I’m planning for our future, consulting with Kieri both high and
         intermediate. And when I come back to report that my good offices have secured us an audience with the Liege Mistress, you
         give me the greeting of a viper. Damnation, Seth!”
      

      
      Abel glanced at Seth so searingly that the younger isohet forgot Abel’s infantile, wheedling tone and realized again that
         Abel could be a very unpredictable, occasionally even treacherous man. In his lumbering way, before Latimer’s death, Abel
         had proved himself an effective stand-in negotiator with the Kieri. Seth, on the other hand, had remained by his relatives’
         mutual decree in the background, a grandchild to the one and alternately a little brother and a sexual object to the other.
         Toddler and concubine, Seth had come to resent the suppression of his innate talents and to despise himself in the person
         of Abel, that grotesque caricature of his own face and figure. At the same time, Seth was afraid of being cut adrift from
         the only human being who had ever made, or been forced to make, a long-term commitment to him. Günter Latimer had merely called
         Seth into existence; Abel had nurtured him like a natural parent.
      

      
      “The question is whether we’ll live as exiles in Kier or as freegoers among the nations of the Ommundi Company on Earth,”
         said Abel, shifting into Langlish for the first time that winter. “Do you want to spend the rest of your life on Gla Taus,
         shuttling back and forth between Feln and Sket with the monkeys of the Kieri court? Or would you like to see Lausanne again
         and live among genuine human beings? Those are your options, Seth.”
      

      
      “The Kieri seem as human as you or I,” Seth murmured in his native tongue.

      
      “Because they’re born? Monkeys are born. Polecats and ratlings descend through a uterus. Birth is a negligible criterion for
         the assignment of humanity, Seth. The Kieri are jauddeb, not human. Just because—”
      

      
      “All right. All right.”

      
      Still in Langlish, Abel continued his assault: “Take your pick. Stay on Gla Taus or return to Earth.”

      
      “The latter, of course.”

      
      “Very well, then. That demands that we cooperate with Lady Turshebsel, the Liege Mistress. Also with her supercilious Point
         Marcher and our own well-meaning Master Douin. I’ve bent myself to that end every waking moment since Günter’s murder. We
         have no ship, Seth. We’re at the mercy of the quaz.”
      

      
      “Why do you use that shabby epithet?”

      
      “Quaz?” said Abel, lifting an eyebrow. “No one here understands Langlish. No need to worry. And what more suitable term for
         the assassins of our isosire? The memory of his death still makes me sick.”
      

      
      In truth, it did. Several successive nights since the aisautseb attack, Abel had awakened sweating ice water and trembling
         uncontrollably. Only after vomiting in the carved stone urinal in the step-down lavalet of Master Douin’s rambling Ilsotsa
         Era home could Abel return to sleep. And, clutching Seth to him atop the sour-smelling quilts of their couch, he slept fitfully.
         These had been the only occasions in the past year, discounting perfunctory bouts of “love making,” that Seth had felt even
         remotely necessary to his isohet. He was grateful to Abel for his vulnerability—which, however, was hardly a sentiment Seth
         could voice aloud.
      

      
      Instead he asked, “Will the Kieri permit us passage home aboard the Dharmakaya?”
      

      
      “That depends on you.”

      
      “On me? Nothing depends on me, Abel.”

      
      “This does. That’s why I’ve risked a broken hand”—shaking it reprovingly—“to wake you up. We have an audience with Lady Turshebsel
         in half an hour. If you give a good accounting of yourself, we may yet get home.”
      

      
      “A good accounting? What am I supposed to do?”

      
      “Answer her questions. And those of Porchaddos Pors, her Point Marcher. And those of Clefrabbes Douin, who’s already kindly
         disposed toward you.”
      

      
      “Questions about what?”

      
      “About the mission we’ll soon be undertaking to earn our passage home, even if we must earn it aboard a vessel already rightfully
         ours. Be yourself Seth. That will bring us through.”
      

      
      The Dharmakaya—whose Mahayana Buddhist monicker derived from Günter Latimer’s first and only wife’s fascination with Eastern mysticism—was the
         ship by which all three men had come to Gla Taus. It was a light-tripper, a modular vessel of more than five hundred Earth-bound
         metric tons, and it belonged to the Langlish Division of the Ommundi Trade Company. At the moment, it was hovering in synchronous
         orbit six hundred kilometers directly above Feln, the winter capital. Two days after Latimer’s murder, the Liege Mistress,
         urged on by the increasingly vocal aisautseb, had revoked the formal trade agreement with Ommundi and seized the Dharmakaya for the Kieri state. The seizure of the ship, Master Douin had apologetically told Abel and Seth, was in compensation for
         the violence done Gla Tausian spirituality by the elder Latimer’s desire to open up to cultivation and animal husbandry the
         forbidden territories in the evil southern ocean. That Lady Turshebsel herself had enthusiastically championed this project
         until the aisautseb uprising merely demonstrated the mutability of Kieri politics.
      

      
      Seth swung his feet to the floor, knocking to the carpeted flagstones the plastic microfiche viewer with which he had fallen
         asleep. Abel stooped to pick it up, then examined its casing.
      

      
      “What were you reading?”

      
      “Myths, Legends, and Folk Tales of the Kieri,” Seth replied. “Master Douin gave me the first several chapter cards this morning.”
      

      
      “Ah, yes. How did you find these little jauddeb histories?”

      
      “The story of Aisaut’s release from the final wall of the Ilvaudsettan labyrinths put me to sleep.”

      
      Abel laughed. “I can see that it did.”

      
      “And the motion of the draperies,” Seth hurried to add. “And the comfort of the couch. And my own fatigue and distraction.”

      
      “You protest too much. Come on, then. The author of this soporific masterwork awaits us without.”

      
      Clefrabbes Douin—advisor, diplomat, man of letters—sat on a stone bench in his ancient house’s laulset, or pool court, staring thoughtfully into the loosely roiling, reddish water. Most of the power generated for home and industrial
         use in Kier derived from geothermal sources, and the households of powerful or wealthy citizens were often distinguished by
         the laulset. The central feature of the pool court was a natural hot spring surrounded by colorful ceramic tiles and equipped
         with hand rails and submerged stone steps to facilitate bathing.
      

      
      During the long winter just past, Günter Latimer and his isohets had bathed frequently with the Clefrabbes geffide, which consisted of Master Douin, his two wives, an elderly female parent, and five young children. Seth had come to conclude,
         on anatomical as well as metaphysical and sociological evidence, that the jauddeb were undoubtedly approximately human. Moreover, he liked Master Douin’s geffide, as a unit and as individuals. How could Abel call them quaz?
      

      
      Douin rose to greet his guests the moment they entered the echoing laulset, and Abel’s big question was about conditions in
         the streets and whether they could safely venture out again.
      

      
      “There’s been no danger in Feln since Lady Turshebsel claimed your ship,” Douin responded in Kieri. “Did you feel threatened
         during your earlier outing to the palace, Master Abel?”
      

      
      “Not in the palace itself, but in the streets—”

      
      “You were perfectly safe, despite your fears. That’s another reason we seized the Dharmakaya: a sop to the aisautseb, you understand. It’s necessary to placate so powerful a force with the people.”
      

      
      Douin turned to Seth. “Good afternoon. If we don’t hurry, Master Seth, we’ll be late for our audience with the Liege Mistress.”
         He led the isohets toward the door opening on Mirrimsagset Square.
      

      
      The Clefrabbes geffide—the term implied the physical structure of the house as well as the family within it—stood on the southeast
         corner of this great square; and from a window in Douin’s third-story library Seth and Abel had witnessed the last act of
         their isosire’s martyrdom and the cutting down of the body from the obelisk. Seth had not been outside the geffide since the
         state funeral, and until this morning Abel had hazarded trips to the Winter Palace only after sunfall or in the dim cold hours
         before the dawn songs of the patriot-priests. Now Abel was venturing forth for the second time that day, again in brazen sunlight,
         and Seth was undergoing a kind of baptism of his own. His heart fluttered like a hammer in his breast.
      

      
      Pedalshaws and motorized carts cruised through the vast, immaculate square, but most of Feln’s citizenry were afoot.

      
      Near the obelisk, an aisautseb was selling tinfoil prayer-and-proclamation balloons. These he inflated with lighter-than-air
         gas from a compressor tank on wheels. He then decorated the balloons in elegant Kieri script with religious or patriotic squibs.
         The stylus he used looked vaguely like a weapon, and his customers were adults rather than children. Instead of walking merrily
         off with their purchases, these people found shop railings or bench backs or parked pedalshaws to which to tie their balloons—so
         that their prayers or proclamations might soar aloft on however much string they had been able to afford. Sunlight ricocheted
         off the tinfoil balloons, whose alien messages revolved against a backdrop of unceasing mercantile activity.
      

      
      High above the square, tethered to the Kieri Obelisk itself, drifted a monstrous hot-air balloon whose message was patched
         against its off-white bulk in velvety black letters as tall as any adult jauddeb.
      

      
      “What does that one say?” Seth asked Douin. Although Abel and he could speak Kieri, they still couldn’t read the fluid characters
         in which it was written.
      

      
      Douin replied, “The legend on the big balloon says, God is the foremost patriot, for the land is holy.”
      

      
      “It’s a veiled allusion to the presence of offworlders on Gla Taus,” Abel told Seth as they strolled northward toward the
         pool of the Shobbes Geyser and the stone-and-ceramic facade of the Winter Palace.
      

      
      “Nothing of the kind,” said Douin, without rancor. “It’s an expression of belief—pure, if not altogether simple.”

      
      “But it wasn’t there before the murder,” Abel said.

      
      “Then let’s simply note that the proposals of Ommundi Company have led to a resurgence of religio-patriotic fervor in Feln.
         Even so, Master Abel, the proclamation on the obelisk’s balloon is a traditional one.”
      

      
      “What about those on the smaller balloons?” Seth asked.

      
      “Prayers, market slogans, warnings, even a few secular witticisms. The sale of the balloons is an exclusive aisautseb monopoly,
         and their customers, by purchasing the balloons, are exercising their legal rights to creative expression and free speech.”
      

      
      “Do the customers make up the slogans, then?”

      
      “Many do, yes. Of course, Master Seth, the aisautseb may veto any message he doesn’t care for and refuse to hand over the
         balloon. It’s customary, though, to pay him before announcing the slogan you wish written.”
      

      
      “Ha,” said Abel, disgustedly.

      
      “Please translate that one,” Seth said, pointing to a balloon jiggling from the awning of a bakery just ahead of them.

      
      Douin halted, cocked his head to one side, and read, “Beware such demons as would drag us back to Hell.”

      
      “Meaning us?” said Abel.

      
      “This time I would suppose so,” admitted Douin. “But let me comfort you by pointing out that this is also a ritual warning
         of some antiquity. Its pertinence to you, if any, may be accidental.”
      

      
      “I doubt that,” Abel declared.

      
      “So do I,” said the affable Kieri.

      
      When they began walking again, shouldering their way through a crowd devoid of deference for Douin’s ministerial skirts and
         hard leather cap, Seth noticed that almost everyone in the streets was wearing a “demon killer” about his or her neck. Some
         of these lethal ceramic flutes hung straight down, while others were strung crosswise like tubular gorgets. Dairauddes, the Kieri called them. And the small glass darts that these instruments propelled the people wore on combs in their hair,
         or as pins in their clothing, or even as ornaments on bracelets and boot tassels. Since everyone was armed, including the
         patriot-priest near the obelisk, Seth took scant comfort from his knowledge that a single thet, or glass dart, was seldom sufficient to kill. Too, Seth had gradually become aware of the attention that Abel and he were
         attracting: long, contemptuous stares and snatches of angry conversation in bistro and market-stall doorways.
      

      
      As they edged past one shop, a woman weighing a handful of gnarled tubers in a metal scale shouted at them, “Go back to Hell!”

      
      To show that Abel and Seth were under his protection, Douin passed an arm over the isohets’ heads; and the woman, thus rebuked,
         turned mute and mottle-faced back into the fusty darkness of her produce cove. But she had spoken her mind where others had
         held their tongues.
      

      
      Hell, Seth knew, was all of Gla Taus south of Kier, which was country, continent, and world. Hell was especially those equatorial
         and subequatorial regions—the Evashsteddan—where for ages a terrible volcanism had held sway in the great hemispherical ocean
         called the Evashted Sea. The islands scattered throughout this sea the Kieri regarded, quite literally, as stepping stones
         to damnation. In the mythical prehistoric past of Gla Taus, according to accepted aisautseb lore, God had deserted the Evashsteddan,
         and anyone who left Kier to explore the southern ocean and its smoldering archipelagoes automatically forfeited his soul.
      

      
      This belief, Günter Latimer had told his isohets, appeared to stem from a strange complex of causes: an ancient war or natural
         upheaval that had displaced early Gla Tausian peoples towards the north, the continuing volcanism in the Evashsteddan, the
         eerie variety of sea- and island-going life forms in the south, and the inability of present-day Kieri to tolerate temperatures
         very much above 17°C. This last was one crucial respect in which jauddeb differed fundamentally from human beings; and when
         Lady Turshebsel had allowed word to go out that she and Latimer had concluded a long-in-the-formulation agreement whereby
         Ommundi representatives would exploit the untapped resources of the Evashsteddan, the patriot-priests had called upon believers
         to make their outrage known. Few in Kier were not believers, and the principal mistake of the Liege Mistress’s advisors—Porchaddos
         Pors and Clefrabbes Douin among them—lay in their failing to foresee the likely reaction of the Kieri to such a public announcement.
         The aisautseb, sluggishly complacent through nearly four decades of Lady Turshebsel’s rule, had leaped awake, and the citizenry
         had leaped after. For these reasons, then, Günter Latimer had died. He was a demon, and his spawn were demons, and religious
         patriotism was the order of the day.
      

      
      Seth watched a shopkeeper finger his dairauddes.

      
      Uncanny to think that the people of Kier regarded Abel and him as something far worse than quaz, as soulless beings who sullied
         the holiness of their country. Although Seth half expected Douin to rebuke this ugly jauddeb with either word or gesture,
         as he had done the woman at the scales, Douin fixed his eyes on the Winter Palace and led Abel and Seth upward from the square
         as if escorting them to a gallows.
      

      
   
      
      
      Two

      
      At the palace’s outer gate a pair of sentries from Pedgor Garrison halted the three men and took their names, even though
         Clefrabbes Douin was far from a nonentity in Feln, even though Abel and Seth were recognizable as living if imperfect mirrors
         of the dead Latimer.
      

      
      Seth stared past the guards.

      
      Through the gateway, a pool outlined by tiles and pinched about its circumference with immersion nooks. It was in these nooks
         that pilgrims could give themselves to the waters of Shobbes. Today, however, the inner court was empty, and the tiled facade
         of the palace reflected the face of the pool as the pool reflected that of the palace. …
      

      
      “You must wait for Shobbes to pass you,” said one of the guards. He and his companion were wearing leather pantaloons and
         vests. Carrying mech-rifles, they radiated a hostility that seemed to encompass even Douin.
      

      
      “It was like this morning, too,” Abel told Seth. “Before the aisautseb uprising you could walk in whenever you wished, so
         long as you had an invitation. But now, as in the old days, you have to wait for the blessing of Shobbes.”
      

      
      The geyser in the pool, Seth knew, had a regular interval, but he had forgotten what it was. How long would they have to stand
         in the shadow of the stone-and-ceramic palace before certification came? The guards blocking their way and the Kieri in the
         teeming square below them made Seth equally nervous. He was caught, with Abel, between Scylla and Charybdis.
      

      
      At last Shobbes Geyser blew. The eruption was preceded by a churning movement in the pool and then an audible bubbling—whereupon
         the surface seemed almost to peel back and a pillar of reddish water shot upward, fanning out like a peacock’s tail as it
         climbed. Although the continuous plashing of the geyser made talk impossible, its eruption lasted scarcely a minute and soon
         a guard was able to say:
      

      
      “Now you may pass.”

      
      Seth was startled by the warmth of the drops that had misted down on him. The eruption had been too well foretokened to surprise him. But as Douin led them
         through the gate, Seth could still see—in his mind’s eye—the central plume dancing eighteen or twenty meters in the air.
      

      
      It was a long way—over the flooded mosaics surrounding the pool, then across an apron of enormous flagstones—to the palace
         entrance, and only when they were well beyond the hearing of the guards did Douin speak:
      

      
      “Master Seth, did you see Aisaut in the geyser?”

      
      “Aisaut?”

      
      “A man of conscience is supposed to be able to see the image of Aisaut projected against the palace through the geyser’s dancing.
         I was wondering if you saw such a thing. I know better than to ask your isohet.”
      

      
      “I’m afraid I saw nothing but water,” Seth said. He looked at Abel. The expression on Abel’s face was quick with apprehension
         and disgust. It seemed to say, Haven’t you the sense to give your host the answer he wants to hear?

      
      “Nothing else?”

      
      “No, sir. Only water and sunlight and tiles.”

      
      Douin’s eyes were cryptically merry. “That’s all I ever see,” he said. “In twenty-three years that’s all I’ve ever seen.”
         He led the isohets up a final set of steps and into the Winter Palace.
      

      
      Despite its ancient facade—the building supposedly dated to the early days of the legendary Inhodlef Era—the palace was luxuriously
         appointed within and almost shamefully comfortable. As in Master Douin’s geffide, the interior flagstone flooring was carpeted
         with a synthetic fabric both durable and eye-pleasing. Here, however, the carpet’s nap was iridescent, dyed cobalt and crimson
         in an immense cartographic pattern representing the world.
      

      
      Seth, who had stood in this anteroom once before, waiting for Latimer to return from an audience with the Liege Mistress,
         distinctly remembered that on that occasion the pattern in the carpet had depicted stylized figures thieving and juggling—a
         portrait of people rather than a graph of the globe.
      

      
      “Lady Turshebsel has changed the decor,” Seth whispered. For Douin’s benefit, he nodded meaningfully at the carpet.

      
      Douin was briefly puzzled, then finally comprehending. “Oh, no,” he said. “It’s the same carpet, Master Seth, but a different
         alignment of its nap. It has four separate designs, this carpet, depending on the direction in which its fibers are brushed.
         Master Günter was very interested in the process.”
      

      
      Abel said, “I prefer walking across it to talking about it.”

      
      “Very good,” Douin replied. He indicated a tilework archway farther on and led them toward it. There was a sound of gently
         lapping water from the higher chamber just ahead.
      

      
      Seth had never set eyes on Lady Turshebsel, Liege Mistress of Kier. He knew that her people considered her the rightful inheritor
         of the geffide which was their nation, even though she had won her place not through descent from any previous ruler but instead
         from the happenstance of a lottery conducted by the aisautseb on the death of her predecessor. She was Liege Mistress, then,
         not through primogeniture but rather through the influence of patriotic prayer. Only young jauddeb females who obtained menarche
         on the death day of the last Liege Mistress, and who were residents of the city in which she had died, were eligible for selection.
         To ensure that no geffide sought to feign a daughter’s eligibility by misrepresenting the advent of her womanhood, the Kieri
         had long since evolved joyous first-blood festivities encouraging the geffide to proclaim a daughter’s time and to celebrate
         it before the world. Kieri girls, therefore, were quick to tell their parents of their arrival at menarche so that the news
         could be spread. A tardy report was almost unheard of, for girls were considerably more likely to err on the impulsive side.
         Further, to prevent the adults of a geffide from conspiring to place one of their daughters on the Kieri throne, tradition
         demanded that the family of the new Liege Mistress suffer the confiscation of all its goods and exile to a remote and overwarm
         area of the continent, usually to Feht Evashsted, a coastal area near the great southern ocean. For many, particularly the
         aged, this was a virtual death sentence. That, too, was why the passing of each Liege Mistress was customarily made public
         three full days after its occurrence, when an official of the court could verify, with very little fear of error or deception, all the first-blood
         registrations of the regal lady’s death day. After that, the aisautseb selected her successor from among the available candidates
         by a lottery that Seth did not wholly understand. Latimer had said that it involved the immersion of the bleeding girls in
         either the pool of the Shobbes Geyser (if the Liege Mistress had died in Feln) or in the sulfur baths of Shobbes in the forbidden
         moraine territories west of the Summer Capital (if the Liege Mistress had died in Sket). Purity and endurance were important
         criteria, and the characteristic pinkish cast of the waters of Kier was said to derive not from ferric oxides but from the
         pure, enduring tincture of the royal menses.
      

      
      Although Seth had often heard Abel describe the Liege Mistress as an unprepossessing woman with a squat body and a full-moon
         face, he now began conjuring images of a dragoness or Gorgon—only to step into her laulset and find Abel vindicated.
      

      
      Lady Turshebsel was standing beside a small but exquisitely proportioned bathing pool shaped like the central cluster of a
         meadowland flower; each of its nine semicircular petals was an immersion nook. The tiles here were a dazzling burgundy, and
         to keep from slipping on them, the Liege Mistress wore a pair of thongs with adhesive soles and carried a rubber-tipped metal
         staff. In a row of tilework chairs growing out of the floor behind her sat Lady Turshebsel’s advisors, attendants, and sycophants:
         the members of her palace geffide. Not counting the Kieri over whom she ruled, Seth reflected, they were all the family the
         Liege Mistress would ever have. As an avatar of Shobbes, she was betrothed forever to the state, virgin to her death day.
      

      
      But otherwise, old Latimer had said, she was an enlightened woman who quite early in her reign had renounced all but the most
         trivial ritual authority of the aisautseb. She had forced them out of the palace by command, securing their obedience because
         they themselves had chosen her and could disobey her only by openly conceding their own fallibility. Until two weeks ago Lady
         Turshebsel had been able to survive—in fact, to prosper—without the aisautseb, largely because Gla Taus had remained for so
         long outside the range of Interstel’s benign meddlesomeness, and because the patriot-priests of Kier had found no cause to
         dispute the wisdom of her rule. Then, after sending an emissary to the court in Sket, Interstel had given the Ommundi Trade
         Company permission to seek mercantile rights on the planet, and the Latimers had come to Gla Taus to negotiate these rights
         with the Lady.
      

      
      Seth could not help noticing that one of those sitting in a tilework chair was a priest. Engulfed in robes, his legs drawn
         up beneath him on the ceramic seat, his unblinking eyes like silver nail heads, he sat in a chair reserved for a prominent
         advisor. Two weeks ago that chair had belonged to another, but to appease the aisautseb after their uprising, Lady Turshebsel
         had not only declared the Dharmakaya Kieri property but had reestablished a patriot-priest advisorship. This man was the first to hold that position in thirty-seven
         Gla Tausian years.
      

      
      “Welcome, Master Seth,” Lady Turshebsel said from across the laulset. “I invite you to join me in the waters.”

      
      A woman came forward from another doorway, took the Liege Mistress’s staff, and carefully removed her starched skirts and
         jacket. Then, wearing only her awkward—looking thongs, Lady Turshebsel descended into the pool. Her squat, naked body, like
         that of other Kieri, was lightly haired across its entire surface (excepting only the face), with the hair deepening in color
         rather than in thickness at the pubic region. An unremarkable body, really; at least on Gla Taus. Once she had positioned
         herself in her immersion nook, her smile seemed that of a little girl who has tasted some forbidden confection. If she was
         indeed past middle-age for a jauddeb, she bore her years well.
      

      
      “Come,” she said. “All others may attend this conference from vantages of their own choosing, but Master Seth must join me
         in the waters.”
      

      
      Kieri garments were made to don and doff without any lifting of the arms or raising of the feet, and before Seth could protest
         or demur, an attendant had unstrung his jacket, then split and peeled back the resealable leg seams of his pantaloons. Seth
         was suddenly standing before the mighty of the land in gooseflesh and breechclout, and that the Empress also wore no clothes
         was paltry consolation. Half panicked, Seth looked to Abel for aid.
      

      
      “I suffered through the same thing this morning,” Abel said in Langlish. “Off with your breechclout, too. She wishes to take
         your measure.”
      

      
      But Clefrabbes Douin took Seth’s wrist and led him toward the immersion nook opposite Lady Turshebsel’s. “Perhaps he’d be
         more comfortable, Lady, if only those who are immediately concerned with this matter take part in our talks.”
      

      
      Lady Turshebsel looked to right and to left, nodding each time, and in a moment there remained in the laulset only Seth, Abel,
         Douin, the silver-eyed patriot-priest, and a tall, ugly Kieri dressed in blue pantaloons and a long, rope-hooked coat. This
         man Seth knew as Porchaddos Pors, Point Marcher of Feln. It was his function to formulate and implement local policy. Although
         one of the highest-ranking courtiers in the Liege Mistress’s service, Pors was legally subordinate to the Point Marcher of
         Sket, who, possessing his title through a more ancient lineage, exercised a greater authority nationwide. Pors was of the
         Kieri nobility, whereas Douin was a career civil servant who had won his position and his house through the often uncertain
         preferment of scholarship and ability.
      

      
      Seth did not like Porchaddos Pors because of his aggressive temperament and the animalish cast of his features. Although he
         was grateful to Douin and Lady Turshebsel for emptying the hall of unnecessary onlookers, he still did not like to remove
         his breechclout in front of this man. The stare of the aisautseb, enveloped in his stiff, white robes, was also disconcerting.
         Why must he uncover himself in front of strangers?
      

      
      Abel and Douin flanked him, and Abel, nudging him in the side, muttered in nearly inaudible Langlish, “Remove it and get in.
         The priests believe that a naked jauddeb speaks the truth. Naked humans, too, perhaps.”
      

      
      Bathing with the Clefrabbes geffide had seemed a natural thing, a strengthening of the social bond between host and guest—but
         this, despite the kindness in Lady Turshebsel’s eyes, seemed designed either to humble him or to test his resolve. Both, maybe.
         And because Abel had earlier said that getting back to Earth depended on how he conducted himself here, Seth was afraid. What
         was he being tested on? What did they want of him?
      

      
      He unknotted the breechclout and dropped it to the floor. Immediately his scrotum contracted, and his legs threatened to give
         way beneath him. But he kept his teeth clenched and entered the warm water, settling himself into the immersion nook and relaxing
         a little the moment his body was covered. Water moved around him, and Porchaddos Pors came to the edge of the pool to stand
         behind the Liege Mistress. Half visible in the glare of light behind and to the left of Pors, the unblinking priest kept watch.
      

      
      “Your isohet says you wish to return to Earth, Master Seth,” Lady Turshebsel began. “In the Dharmakaya.”

      
      “Yes, Lady.”

      
      “You understand that the ship you came in, formerly the property of the Ommundi Company, now belongs to us. The aisautseb,
         however, agree that you may regain the vessel if you and your isohet and the pilot who now lies aboard it in cold sleep agree
         to undertake a mission on behalf of the Kieri state. Master Abel has already agreed. The pilot, he tells us, will obey him,
         for Master Abel is now the Ommundi representative on Gla Taus with legal authority. But because you’re your isohet’s equal
         in all but age, Master Seth, we’ve asked you here to acquire your consent, too.”
      

      
      “I agree to whatever Abel has agreed,” Seth said, still not understanding what they wanted of him. He had the uneasy apprehension
         that he was being played like a fish with a hook in its gill, and yet … and yet Lady Turshebsel’s voice and manner were kindly.
         Her pale round face, framed with coarse ringlets of blue-black, bobbed languidly above the waters flowing between them, and
         he could see no deception in her.
      

      
      Pors, accompanied by the sucking of his thongs, approached Seth by stalking around the pool. “Have you no questions about
         what we require of you? No curiosity about the task? No doubt that you may be able to accomplish what we wish you to accomplish?”
         He halted halfway around and stared impatiently at Seth, towering against the backdrop of a farther portal.
      

      
      “If Abel believes we can do what you want—”

      
      “Not Master Abel and you together,” Douin broke in, “but you alone, with Lord Pors and myself as minor accomplices.”

      
      “You’re at the very center of our plan,” said Pors.

      
      “But why?”

      
      “Because of your innocence,” Lady Turshebsel responded. “A quality that everyone else in this laulset has long since forfeited.
         Your innocence, Master Seth, is your principal asset and an essential factor in our calculations. Let me be frank: We wish
         to use you. You lack many of the preconceptions and biases that are likely to thwart Lord Pors, Master Douin, and your own
         capable isohet. You are clean and unspoiled.”
      

      
      Seth wasn’t altogether flattered. We wish to use you. In his association with Günter Latimer, dating from his sixteenth year, he had visited four solar systems, mastering Scansh
         and Kieri (in addition to Vox, Langlish, and two other human tongues), and he had heard of or actually witnessed cruelties
         that many human beings far older than he would never have credited. His brief experience of the universe had apprised him
         quite early, in fact, of the ubiquity and multiformity of Evil. To be termed an innocent, he felt, was to contradict the entire
         thrust of this experience. We wish to use you. He could still see his isosire’s body hanging like a butchered carcass from the Kieri Obelisk. …
      

      
      “You don’t care for my candor?” Lady Turshebsel asked.

      
      Seth had no answer.

      
      “All right, then. Let me pose a question. You have lived among us better than a year. Do you regard the people of Gla Taus,
         us jauddeb, as”—the Liege Mistress shaped the alien word with humorous distaste—“what your isohet sometimes disdainfully calls,
         well, quaz?”
      

      
      “Oh, no,” Seth blurted, reddening. At his back he could hear Abel—shifting from one foot to another in sudden, acute embarrassment.

      
      “This word implies a lower order of development and intelligence, does it not?” said the Lady, pressing her advantage. But
         Seth’s reply was apparent in his flustered silence, and she continued: “We have unpleasant epithets of our own for foreigners
         and offworlders, Master Seth. But I believe you when you say that you don’t regard us as … quaz. Your isohet’s true feelings I’m unable to determine, however. The word first fell from his lips,
         you see.”
      

      
      “Lady Turshebsel—” Abel began.

      
      “Be quiet,” Porchaddos Pors reprimanded him.

      
      “My question now,” the Liege Mistress resumed, “is if your openness to the humanity of other intelligent alien species is
         broad enough to include the inhabitants of Trope?”
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