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In the observation bubble of the TSS Goddard Harvey Sel den watched the tawny
face of the planet grow. He could make out rose-red deserts where tiny
sandstorms bl ew, and dark areas of vegetation |like textured silk. Once or

twi ce he caught the bright flash of water fromone of the canals. He sat
noti onl ess, rapt and delighted. He had been afraid that this confrontation
woul d offer very little to his enotions; he had since chil dhood witnessed

i nnurrer abl e identical approaches on the tri-di screen, which was al nost the
same as being there one's self. But the actuality had a flavor and i nmm nence
that he found inmensely thrilling.

After all, an alien planet
After all, Mars

He was al nost angry when he realized that Bentham had cone into the bubble.
Bent ham was Third O ficer and at his age this was an admi ssion of failure. The
reason for it, Selden thought, was stamped quite clearly on his face, and he
felt sorry for Bentham as he felt sorry for anyone afflicted with al coholism
Still, the man was friendly and he had seened nuch i npressed by Sel den's

know edge of Mars. So Sel den sml|ed and nodded.

"Quite a thrill." he said.
Bent ham gl anced at the onrushing planet. "It always is. You know anybody down
t here?"

"No. But after |I check in with the Bureau . . ."

"When will you do that?"

"Tormorrow. | mean, counting fromafter we land, of course . . . alittle
confusing, isn't it, this tine thing?" He knew they did three or four conplete
orbits on a descending spiral, which nmeant three or four days and ni ghts.
Bent ham said, "But in the meantine, you don't know anybody."

Sel den shook hi s head.

"Well," said Bentham "I'm having dinner with some Martian friends. Wiy don't
you cone along? You might find it interesting.”

"Ch," said Selden eagerly, "that would be . . . But are you sure your friends
won't mind? | nean, an unexpected guest dragged in at the last mnute . "

"They won't mnd," Benthamsaid. "I'll give themplenty of warning. \Were are
you stayi ng?"

"The Kahora-H lton."

"OfF course," said Bentham "I'Il pick you up around seven." He sniled. "Kahora
tinme."

He went out, |eaving Selden with sone |ingering qual ns of doubt. Bentham was
per haps not quite the person he woul d have chosen to introduce himto Martian



society. Still, he was an officer and could be presuned to be a gentlenman. And
he had been on the Mars run for a long time. O course he would have friends,
and what an unl ooked-for and wonderful chance this was to go actually into a
Martian horme and visit with a Martian famly. He was ashaned of his nonentary
uneasi ness, and was able to analyze it quite quickly as being based in his own
sense of insecurity, which of course arose frombeing faced with a totally
unfam |iar environnent. Once he had brought this negative attitude into the
open it was easy to correct it. After a quarter of an hour of positive therapy

he found hinmself hardly able to wait for the evening.
* * %

Kahora had grown in half a century. Originally, Selden knew, it had been
founded as a Trade City under the infanous old Unrbrella Treaty, so-called
because it could be mani pul ated to cover anything, which had been concl uded
bet ween the then World Governnent of Terra and the inpoverished Martian
Federation of City-States. At that time the city was housed under a single
done, climate-conditioned for the confort of the outworld traders and
politicians who frequented it and who were unused to the rigors of cold and
thin-aired Mars. In addition to the climate, various other |uxuries were
installed in the Trade Cities, so that they had been conpared with certain
Bi blical |ocales, and crinmes of many different sorts, even nurder, had been
known to occur in them

But all of that, or nearly all of that, was in the bad old days of

| ai ssez-faire, and now Kahora was the adnministrative capital of Mars,

shel tered under a conpl ex of eight shining domes. Fromthe spaceport fifteen
mles away, Selden saw the city as a pale shinmer of gossaner bubbl es touched
by the | ow sun. As the spaceport skimer flew himacross the intervening miles
of red sand and dark green noss-grass, he saw the lights come on in the quick
dusk and the buil di ngs underneath the domes rose and took shape, clean and
graceful and clothed in radiance. He thought that he had never seen anyt hi ng
so beautiful. Fromthe | anding stage inside one of the dones a silent
battery-powered cab took himto his hotel along gracious streets, where the
lights gl owed and people of many races wal ked | eisurely. The whole trip, from
debarkation to hotel |obby, was acconplished in conpletely air-conditioned
confort, and Sel den was not sorry. The | andscape | ooked awful ly bl eak, and one
needed only to glance at it to know that it was damably cold. Just before the
ski mrer entered the airlock it crossed the Kahora canal, and the water | ooked
like black ice. He knew that he might have to cope with all this presently,

but he was not in any hurry.

Sel den's room was pl easantly honelike and the view of the city was superb. He
showered and shaved, dressed in his best dark silk, and then sat for a while
on his small bal cony overl ooking the Triangle with the Three Wrl ds
represented at its apices. The air he breathed was warm and faintly scented.
The city sounds that rose to himwere pleasantly subdued. He began to run over
in his mnd the rules he had | earned for proper behavior in a Martian house,

t he cerenoni al phrases and gestures. He wondered whet her Benthams friends
woul d speak High or Low Martian. Low, probably, since that was nost conmonly
in use with outsiders. He hoped his accent was not too barbarous. On the whole
he felt adequate. He | eaned back in his confortable chair and found hinself

| ooki ng at the sky.

There were two nmoons in it, racing high above the gl ow and distortion of the
done. And for some reason, although he knew perfectly well that Mars had two
moons, this bit of alienage had a powerful effect on him For the first tine
he realized, not nmerely with his intellect but with his heart and bowels, that
he was on a strange world a long, |ong way from hone.

He went down to the bar to wait for Bent ham



The man arrived in good time, freshly turned out in civilian silks and, Selden
was glad to see, perfectly sober. He bought hima drink and then followed him
into a cab, which bore themquietly fromthe central dome into one of the
outer ones.

"The original one," Benthamsaid. "It's chiefly residential now. The buil dings
are ol der, but very confortable." They were halted at a concourse waiting for
a flow of cross traffic to pass and Bentham pointed at the done roof. "Have
you seen the noons? They're both in the sky now That's the thing people seem
to notice the nost when they first |land."

"Yes," Selden said. "l've seen them It is . . . uh . . . striking."

"The one we call Deinbs . . . that one there . . . the Martian nane is Vashna,
of course . . . that's the one that in certain phases was called the Mud
Moon. "

"Ch no," Selden said. "That was Phobos. Denderon."

Bent ham gave him a | ook and he reddened a bit. "I mean, | think it was." He
knew damm wel|l it was, but after all . . . "Of course you' ve been here many
tinmes, and | coul d be m staken . "

Bent ham shrugged. "Easy enough to settle it. W'Ill ask Mk."
"Who?"

"Firsa Mak. Qur host."

"Ch," said Selden, "I wouldn't . . ."

But the cab sped on then and Bent ham was pointing out sone other thing of
i nterest and the subject passed.

Al most agai nst the outer curve of the done there was a building of pale gold
and the cab stopped there. A few minutes |ater Selden was being introduced to
Firsa Mak

He had nmet Martians before, but only rarely and never in situ. He was a dark

small, lean, catlike man with the nmost astonishing yell ow eyes. The nan wore

the traditional white tunic of the Trade Cities, exotic and very graceful. A
gold earring that Selden recognized as a priceless antique hung fromhis |eft
earlobe. He was not at all like the rather round and soft Martians Sel den had
met on Terra. He flinched before those eyes and the carefully nustered words

of greeting stuck in his throat. Then there was no need for them as Firsa Mk
shook his hand and said, "Hello. Wlconme to Mars, Cone on in."

A wiry brown hand propelled himin the nost friendly fashion into a |large | ow
roomwith a glass wall that |ooked out through the done at the noon-washed
desert. The furniture was sinple nodern stuff and very confortable, with here
and there a bit of sculpture or a wall plaque as fine as, but no better than
the Martian handcrafts obtainable at the good specialty shops in N York. On
one of the couches a very long-|egged Earthman sat drinking in a cloud of
snoke. He was introduced as Altnan. He had a face like old leather left too
long in the sun, and he | ooked at Selden as froma great height and a far

di stance. Curled up beside himwas a dark girl, or wonan . . . Selden could
not deci de which because of the snoothness of her face and the too-great

wi sdom of her eyes, which were as yellow and unwi nking as Firsa Mk's.



"My sister," Firsa Mak said. "Ms. Altman. And this is Lella.”

He did not say exactly who Lella was, and Selden did not at the nonment care.
She had just cone in fromthe kitchen bearing a tray of sonething or other

and she wore a costune that Selden had read about but never seen. A length of
brilliant silk, sonething between red and burnt orange, was w apped about her
hi ps and caught at the waist by a broad girdle. Below the skirt her slim brown
ankl es showed, with anklets of tiny golden bells that chimed faintly as she
wal ked. Above the skirt her body was bare and spl endidly nmade. A neckl ace of
gol d plaques intricately pierced and hanmered circled her throat, and nore of
the tiny bells hung fromher ears. Her hair was |ong and deeply black and her
eyes were green, with the nost enchanting tilt. She sniled at Sel den, and
noved away with her elfin nusic, and he stood stupidly staring after her
hardly aware that he had taken a glass of dark liquor fromher proffered tray.

Presently Selden was sitting on some cushions between the Altmans and Firsa
Mak, with Bent ham opposite. Lella kept moving distractingly in and out,
keeping their glasses filled with the peculiar snoky-tasting hellfire.

"Benthamtells ne you're with the Bureau of Interworld Cultural Relations,"”
Firsa Mak sai d.

"Yes," said Selden. Altnman was |ooking at himwi th that strange renote gl are,
maki ng him feel acutely unconfortable.

"Ah. And what is your particular field?"

"Handcrafts. Metalwork. Un . . . the ancient type of thing, like that. . . ."
He indicated Lella' s necklace, and she sml ed.

"It is old." she said, and her voice was sweet as the chimng bells. "I would
not even guess how ol d."

"The pierced pattern,” Selden said, "is characteristic of the Seventeenth
Dynasty of the Khalide Kings of Jekkara, which lasted for approximtely two

t housand years at the period when Jekkara was declining fromher position as a
maritime power. The sea was receding significantly then, say between fourteen
and si xteen thousand years ago."

"So ol d?" Lella said, and fingered the neckl ace wonderingly.

"That depends," said Bentham "Is it genuine, Lella, or is it a copy?"

Lel l a dropped to her knees beside Selden. "You will say."

They all waited. Selden began to sweat. He had studi ed hundreds of neckl aces,
but never in situ. Suddenly he was not sure at all whether the damed thing
was genui ne, and he was just as suddenly positive that they did know and were
needl i ng him The plaques rose and fell gently to the Iift of Lella's
breathing. A faint dry spicy fragrance reached his nostrils. He touched the
gold, lifted one of the plaques and felt of it, warm from her flesh, and
yearned for a nice unconplicated textbook that had diagrams and illustrations
and nothing nore to take your mnd off your subject. He was tenpted to tel
themto go to hell. They were just waiting for himto make a m stake. Then he
got nadder and bol der and he put his whol e hand under the collar, lifting it
away from her neck and testing the weight of it. It was worn thin and |ight as
ti ssue paper and the undersurface was still pocked by the ancient hanmer
strokes in the particular fashion of the Khalide artificers.

It was a terribly crude test, but his blood was up. He | ooked into the tilted



green eyes and said authoritatively, "It's genuine."

"How wonderful that you know " She caught his hand between hers and pressed it
and | aughed al oud with pl easure. "You have studied very |ong?"

"Very long." He felt good now. He hadn't let them get himdown. The hellfire
had worked its way up into his head, where it was buzzing gently, and Lella's
attention was even nore pleasantly intoxicating.

"What will you do now with this know edge?" she asked.

"Well," he said, "as you know, so many of the ancient skills have been | ost,
and your people are |ooking for ways to expand their econony, so the Bureau is
hoping to start a programto reeducate nmetalworkers in places |ike Jekkara and
Valkis. . . ."

Altman said in a renpte and very quiet voice, "Ch good God All bl oodym ghty."
Sel den said, "I beg your pardon?"

"Not hi ng," Altman said. "Nothing."

Bentham turned to Firsa Mak. "By the way, Selden and | had a difference of
opi nion on the way here. He's probably right, but |I said I'd ask you

Sel den said hastily, "Ch, let's forget it, Bentham" But Bent ham was obtuse
and insistent.

"The Mad Moon, Firsa Mak. | say Vashna, he says Denderon."

"Denderon, of course," said Firsa Mak, and | ooked at Sel den. "So you know al
about that, too."

"Ch," said Selden, enbarrassed and annoyed with Bentham for bringing it up
"pl ease, we thoroughly understand that that was all a m stake."

Altman | eaned forward. "M stake?"

"Certainly. The early accounts . . ." He |looked at Firsa Mak and his sister
and Lella and they all seened to be waiting for himto go on, so he did,
unconfortably. "I nean, they resulted fromdistortions of folklore,

m sinterpretation of |ocal custons, pure ignorance . . . in some cases, they

were downright lies." He waved his hand deprecatingly. "W don't believe in
the Rites of the Purple Priestess and all that nonsense. That is to say, we
don't believe they ever occurred, really."

He hoped that would close the subject, but Bentham was determined to hang to
it. "lI've read eyew tness accounts, Selden."

"Fabrications. Traveler's tales. After all, the Earthnmen who first cane to
Mars were strictly the piratical exploiter type and were hardly either
qualified or reliabl e observers. "

"They don't need us anynore," said Altman softly, staring at Sel den but not
seeming to see him "They don't need us at all." And he nuttered sonething
about wi nged pigs and the gods of the marketplace. Selden had a sudden horrid
certainty that Altman was hinself one of those early piratical exploiters and
that he had irreparably insulted him

And then Firsa Mak said with honest curiosity, "Way is it that all you young



Eart hmen are so ready to cry down the things your own peopl e have done?"

Selden felt Altnman's eyes upon him but he was into this now and there was no
backi ng down. He said with quiet dignity, "Because we feel that if our people
have nade m stakes we shoul d be honest enough to admit them™

"Atruly noble attitude," said Firsa Mak. "But about the Purple Priestess

"I assure you," said Selden hastily, "that old canard is long forgotten. The
men who did the serious research, the anthropol ogi sts and soci ol ogi sts who
cane after the . . . uh . . . the adventurers, were far better qualified to
eval uate the data. They conpletely denolished the idea that the rites involved
human sacrifice, and of course the nonstrous Dark Lord the priestess was
supposed to serve was nerely the nenory of an extrenmely ancient earth-god .

mar s-god, | should say, but you know what | mean, a primtive nature thing,
like the sky or the wind."

Firsa Mak said gently, "But there was a rite

"Well, yes," said Selden, "undoubtedly. But the experts proved that it was
purely vestigial, like . . . well, like our own children dancing around the
Maypol e. "

"The Low Canallers," said Altman, "never danced around any Maypol es."” He rose
slowy and Sel den wat ched hi m stretch hi gher and hi gher above him He nust
have stood a good six inches over six feet, and even fromthat height his eyes
pi erced Sel den. "How many of your qualified observers went into the hills
above Jekkara?"

Sel den began to bristle a bit. The feeling that for some reason he was being
baited grew stronger. "You must know that until very recently the Low Cana
towns were closed to Earthman. "

"Except for a few adventurers."

"Who | eft highly dubious nenoirs! And even yet you have to have a diplonmatic
passport involving mles of red tape, and you're allowed very little freedom
of nmovenent when you get there. But it is a beginning, and we hope, we hope
very greatly, that we can persuade the Low Canallers to accept our friendship
and assistance. It's a pity that their own secretiveness fostered such a bad
i mge. For decades the only ideas we had of the Low Canal towns cane fromthe
lurid accounts of the early travelers, and the extrenely bi ased—as we | earned
|ater—attitude of the City-States. W used to think of Jekkara and Val ki s as,
wel |, perfect sinks of iniquity . "

Altman was smiling at him "But, nmy dear boy," he said, "they are. They are."
Selden tried to disengage his hand fromLella's. He found that he could not,
and it was about then that he began to be just the least little bit

fri ght ened.

"I don't understand,"” he said plaintively. "Did you get me here just to bait
me? If you did, | don't think it's very . . . Benthan®"

Bent ham was at the door. The door now seenmed to be nuch farther away than

Sel den renenbered and there was a kind of mnmist between himand it so that
Bentham s figure was indistinct. Nevertheless he saw it raise a hand and heard
it say, "Goodbye." Then it was gone, and Selden, feeling infinitely forlorn
turned to look into Lella's eyes. "I don't understand,” he said. "I don't



understand." Her eyes were green and enornous and deep without limt. He felt
hinself topple and fall giddily into the abyss, and then of course it was far
too late to be afraid.

Hearing returned to himfirst, with the steady roar of jets, and then there
was the bodily sensation of being borne through air that was shaken
occasionally by large turbul ences. He opened his eyes, in wild alarm It was
several mnutes before he could see anything but a thick fog. The fog cl eared
gradual |y and he found hinmself staring at Lella's gold necklace and
renmenbering with great clarity the information concerning it that he had
rattled off so glibly and with such nodest pride. A sinple and obvious truth
came to him

"You're from Jekkara," he said, and only then did he realize that there was a
gag in his nouth. Lella started and | ooked down at him

"He's awake."

Firsa Mak rose and bent over Selden, exam ning the gag and a set of antique
manacl es that bound his wists. Again Selden flinched fromthose fierce and
brilliant eyes. Firsa Mak seened to hesitate, on the verge of renoving the
gag, and Selden mnmustered his voice and courage to demand expl anations. A
buzzer sounded in the cabin, apparently a signal fromthe pilot, and at the
same time the notion of the copter altered. Firsa Mak shook his head.

"Later, Selden. | have to | eave you this way because | can't trust you, and
all our lives are in danger, not just yours . . . though yours nost of all."
He | eaned forward. "This is necessary, Selden. Believe ne."

"Not necessary," Altman said, appearing stooped under the cabin ceiling.
"Vital. You'll understand that, later."

Lella said harshly, "I wonder if he will."

"I'f he doesn't," Altman said, "God help themall, because no one el se can.”
Ms. Altman cane with a | oad of heavy cl oaks. They had all changed their

cl othes since Selden had | ast seen them except Lella, who had nerely added an
upper garnment of native wool. Ms. Altman now wore the Low Canal garb, and
Firsa Mak had a crinson tunic held with a wide belt around his hips. Atman

| ooked sonmehow incredibly right in the |leather of a desert tribesman; he was
too tall, Selden guessed, to pass for a Jekkaran. He wore the desert harness
easily, as though he had worn it many times. They nade Sel den stand whil e they
wr apped a cloak around him and he saw that he had been stripped of his own
clothing and dressed in a tunic of ocher-yellow, and where his |inbs showed

t hey had been stained dark. Then they strapped himinto his seat again and
waited while the copter slowed and dropped toward a | andi ng.

Sel den sat rigid, nunb with fear and shock, going over and over in his mnd
the steps by which he had cone here and trying to make sense out of them He
could not. One thing was certain, Bentham had deliberately led himinto a
trap. But why? Why? Where were they taking him what did they mean to do with
hin? He tried to do positive therapy but it was difficult to remenber all the
wi sdom t hat had sounded so infinitely wise when he had heard it, and his eyes
kept straying to the faces of Altman and Firsa Mk

There was a quality about them both, sonething strange that he had never seen
before. He tried to analyze what it was. Their flesh appeared to be harder and
drier and tougher than normal, their muscles nore fibrous and prom nent, and
there was sonet hi ng about the way they used and carried thensel ves that



rem nded him of the large carnivores he had seen in the zoo parks. There was,
even nmore striking, an expression about the eyes and nouth, and Sel den
realized that these were violent nen, men who could strike and tear and
perhaps even kill. He was afraid of them And at the sanme tinme he felt
superior. He at |east was above all that.

The sky had pal ed. Selden could see desert racing past below They settled
onto it with a great spum ng of dust and sand. Altnman and Firsa Mak between
them half carried himout of the copter. Their strength was appalling. They
noved away fromthe copter and the backwash of the rotors beat themas it took
of f. Sel den was stricken by the thin air and bitter cold. H's bones felt
brittle and his lungs were full of knives. The others did not seemto mnd. He
pull ed his cloak tight around himas well as he could with his bound hands,
and felt his teeth chattering into the gag. Abruptly Lella reached out and
pul | ed the hood conpletely down over his face. It had two eyeholes so that it
could be used as a mask during sandstorns, but it stifled himand it snelled
strangely. He had never felt so utterly m serable.

Dawn was turning the desert to a rusty red. A chain of tine-eaten nountains,
barren as the fossil vertebrae of some forgotten nonster, curved across the
northern horizon. O ose at hand was a tunbl ed mass of rocky outcrops, carved
to fantastic shapes by wind and sand. From anong these rocks there cane a
car avan.

Sel den heard the bells and the paddi ng of broad splayed hooves. The beasts
were famliar to himfrompictures. Seen in their actual scaly reality, noving
across the red sand in that wild daybreak with their burdens and their hooded
riders, they were apparitions fromsone older and uglier tinme. They canme cl ose
and stopped, hissing and stanping and rolling their cold bright eyes at

Selden, not liking the snmell of himin spite of the Martian clothing he wore.
They did not seemto nmind Altman. Perhaps he had lived with the Martians so
long that there was no difference now

Firsa Mak spoke briefly with the | eader of the caravan. The neeting had

obvi ously been arranged, for |led aninmals were brought. The wonen nount ed
easily. Selden's stomach turned over at the idea of actually riding one of
these creatures. Still, at the monent, he was even nore afraid of being |eft
behi nd, so he made no protest when Firsa Mak and Al tman heaved himup onto the
saddl e pad. One of themrode on each side of him holding a | ead rein. The
caravan moved on again, northward toward the nountains.

Wthin an hour Sel den was suffering acutely fromcold, thirst, and the
unaccust omed exerci se. By noon, when they halted to rest, he was al npst
unconsci ous. Altman and Firsa Mak hel ped hi m down and then carried hi maround
into sonme rocks where they took the gag out and gave hi mwater. The sun was
hi gh now, piercing the thin atnmosphere like a burning | ance. It scal ded

Sel den's cheeks but at |east he was warm or alnost warm He wanted to stay
where he was and die. Altman was quite brutal about it.

"You wanted to go to Jekkara," he said. "Wll, you're going . . . just a
little bit earlier than you planned, that's all. Wat the hell, boy, did you
think it was all |ike Kahora?"

And he heaved Sel den onto his nount again and they went on

In md-afternoon the wind got up. It never really seened to stop bl owi ng, but
inatired sort of way, wandering across the sand, picking up a bit of dust
and dropping it again, chafing the upthrust rocks a little deeper, stroking
the ripple patterns into a different design. Now it seenmed inpatient with
everything it had done and determned to wipe it out and start fresh. It



gathered itself and rushed scream ng across the land, and it seemed to Sel den
that the whol e desert took up and went flying in a red and strangling cloud.
The sun went out. He lost sight of Altman and Firsa Mak at either end of his
reins. He hung in abject terror to his saddl e pad, watching for the snall
segnent of rein he could see to go slack, when he woul d know that he was
irretrievably lost. Then as abruptly as it had risen the wi nd dropped and the
sand resuned its quiet, eternal rolling.

Alittle while after that, in the long red light fromthe west, they dipped
down to a line of dark water strung glittering through the desol ati on, banded
with strips of green along its sides. There was a snell of wetness and grow ng
t hi ngs, and an ancient bridge, and beyond the canal was a city, with the
barren hills behind it.

Sel den knew that he was | ooking at Jekkara. And he was struck with awe. Even
at this late day few Earthnen had seen it. He stared through the eyehol es of
his hood, seeing at first only the | arger nasses of rose-red rock, and then as
the sun sank | ower and the shadows shifted, making out the individual shapes
of buildings that nelted nore and nore gently into the parent rock the higher
they were on the sloping cliffs. At one place he saw the ruins of a great
wal | ed castle that he knew had once housed those sel f-sane Khalide Kings and

| ord knew how many dynasties before themin the days when this desert was the
bottom of a blue sea, and there was a |ighthouse still standing above the
basin of a dry harbor halfway up the cliffs. He shivered, feeling the enornous
wei ght of a history in which he and his had had no part whatever, and it cane
to himthat he had perhaps been just the tiniest bit presunptuous in his
desire to teach these people.

That feeling lasted himhal fway across the bridge. By that time the western
light had gone and the torches were flaring in the streets of Jekkara, shaken
by the dry wind fromthe desert. Hs focus of interest shifted fromthe then
to the now, and once nore he shivered, but for a different reason. The upper
town was dead. The |l ower town was not, and there was a quality to the sight
and sound and snell of it that petrified him Because it was exactly as the
early adventurers in their dubious nmenoirs had described it.

The caravan reached the broad square that fronted the canal, the beasts
picking their way protestingly over the sunken, tilted paving stones. People
cane to meet them Wthout his noticing it, Altman and Firsa Mak had
maneuvered Sel den to the end of the line, and now he found hinsel f being
detached and quietly I ed away up a narrow street between | ow stone buil di ngs
wi th deep doorways and snmall w ndow pl aces, all their corners worn round and
snoot h as stream bed rocks by time and the rubbing of countless hands and
shoul ders. There was sonething going on in the town, he thought, because he
could hear the voices of many people from sonmewhere beyond, as though they
were gathering in a central place. The air snelled of cold and dust, and
unfam liar spices, and less identifiable things.

Altman and Firsa Mak |lifted Sel den down and held himuntil his |egs regai ned
some feeling. Firsa Mak kept glancing at the sky. Altman | eaned close to

Sel den and whi spered, "Do exactly as we tell you, or you won't |ast the

ni ght."

"Nor will we," nuttered Firsa Mak, and he tested Sel den's gag and nade sure
his cow was pulled down to hide his face. "It's alnpst tine."

They | ed Sel den qui ckly al ong another wi nding street. This one was busy and
popul ous. There were sounds and sweet pungent odors and strange-col ored
lights, and there were glinpses into w ckedness of such fantastic array and

i magi nati ve genius that Selden's eyes bul ged behind his cow and he renenbered



his Seminars in Martian Culture with a species of hysteria. Then they cane out
into a broad square

It was full of people, cloaked against the night wind and standing quietly,
their dark faces still in the shaking light of the torches. They seened to be
wat ching the sky. Altman and Firsa Mak, with Selden held firmy between them
nelted into the edges of the crowd. They waited. Fromtine to tine nore people
cane fromthe surrounding streets, making no sound except for the soft
slurring of sandaled feet and the faint elfin chimng of tiny bells beneath

t he cl oaks of the wonen. Sel den found hinsel f watching the sky, though he did
not understand why. The crowd seenmed to grow nore silent, to hold all breath
and stirring, and then suddenly over the eastern roofs came the sw ft noon
Denderon, |ow and red.

The crowd said, "Ah-h-h," a long nusical cry of pure despair that shook
Selden's heart, and in the same nmonent harpers who had been concealed in the
shadow of a tine-worn portico struck their doubl e-banked harps and the cry
became a chant, half a lanment and half a proud statenment of undying hate. The
crowmd began to nove, with the harpers | eading and other men carrying torches
to light the way. And Selden went with them up into the hills behind Jekkara.

It was a long cold way under the fleeting light of Denderon. Selden felt the
dust of millennia grate and crunch beneath his sandals and the ghosts of
cities passed himto the right and left, ruined walls and enpty market pl aces
and the broken quays where the ships of the Sea-Kings docked. The wild fierce
nmusi ¢ of the harps sustained and finally dazed him The |ong chanting |Iine of
peopl e strung out, nmoving steadily, and there was something odd about the
nmeasured rhythm of their pace. It was like a march to the gall ows.

The remmants of the works of man were | eft behind. The barren hills bul ked
agai nst the stars, splashed with the feeble noonlight that now seened to

Sel den to be inexpressibly evil. He wondered why he was no | onger frightened.
He t hought perhaps he had reached the point of conplete enotional exhaustion
At any rate he saw things clearly but with no personal invol venent.

Even when he saw that the harpers and the torch-bearers were passing into the
nouth of a cavern he was not afraid.

The cavern was broad enough for the people to continue marching ten abreast.
The harps were muffled now and the chanting took on a deep and hol | ow tone.
Selden felt that he was goi ng downward. A strange and rather terrible
eagerness began to stir in him and this he could not explain at all. The
marchers seemed to feel it too, for the pace quickened just a little to the
underlying of the harp strings. And suddenly the rock walls vani shed out of
sight and they were in a vast cold space that was conpletely black beyond the
pi nprick glaring of the torches.

The chanting ceased. The people filed on both sides into a semicircle and
stood still, with the harpers at the center and a little group of people in
front of them sonehow al one and separate.

One of these people took off the concealing cloak and Sel den saw that it was a
worman dressed all in purple. For sone obscure reason he was sure it was Lella,
t hough the worman's face in the torchlight showed only the snmooth gl eami ng of a
silver mask, a very ancient thing with a subtle | ook of cruel comnpassion. She
took in her hands a pale globed |lamp and raised it, and the harpers struck
their strings once. The other persons, six in nunber, |aid aside their cloaks.
They were three men and three wonen, all naked and sniling, and now t he harps
began a tune that was al nbst nerry and the wonan in purple swayed her body in
time to it. The naked peopl e began to dance, their eyes blank and joyous with



some powerful drug, and she I ed them dancing into the darkness, and as she | ed
t hem she sang, a long sweet fluting call

The harps fell silent. Only the woman's voi ce sounded, and her | anp shone |ike
a dimstar, far away.

Beyond the | anp, an eye opened and | ooked and was aware.

Sel den saw the people, the priestess and the six dancing ones, |imed
nmonentarily against that orb as seven people nmight be |Iinmed against a risen
nmoon. Then sonething in himgave way and he fell, clutching oblivion to him
like a saving arnor.

* * %

They spent the remainder of that night and the following day in Firsa Mik's
house by the dark canal, and there were sounds of terrible revelry in the
streets. Selden sat staring straight ahead, his body shaken by small periodic
trenors.

"It isn't true," he said, again and again. "It isn't true."
"It may not be true,” Altman said, "but it's a fact. And it's the facts that
kill you. Do you understand now why we brought you?"

"You want me to tell the Bureau about . . . about that."

"The Bureau and anyone that will listen."

"But why nme? Why not sonebody really inportant, |ike one of the dipl omats?"
"We tried that. Renenber Loughlin Herbert?"

"But he died of a heart . . . Ch."

"When Benthamtold us about you," Firsa Mak said, "you seened young and strong
enough to stand the shock. W' ve done all we can now, Selden. For years Altnman
and | have been trying . "

"They won't listen to us," Altman said. "They will not listen. And if they
keep sending people in, nice well-neaning children and their neddling nannies,
not knowing . . . | sinmply will not be responsible for the consequences." He

| ooked down at Selden from his gaunt and weat hered hei ght.

Firsa Mak said softly, "This is a burden. W have borne it, Selden. W even
take pride in bearing it." He nodded toward the unseen hills. "That has the
power of destruction. Jekkara certainly, and Val kis probably, and Barrakesh,
and all the people who depend on this canal for their existence. It can
destroy. We know. This is a Martian affair and nost of us do not wi sh to have
out siders brought into it. But Altman is ny brother and | nust have sonme care
for his people, and | tell you that the Priestess prefers to choose her

of ferings from anobng strangers. "

Sel den whi spered, "How often?"

"Twi ce a year, when the Mad Moon rises. In between, it sleeps.”
"It sleeps,” said Altman. "But if it should be roused, and frightened, or nade
angry . . . For God's sake, Selden, tell them so that at |east they' Il know
what they're getting into."



Selden said wildly, "How can you live here, with that

Firsa Mak | ooked at him surprised that he should ask. "Wy," he said,
"because we al ways have."

Sel den stared, and thought, and did not sleep, and once he screaned when Lella
cane softly into the room

On the second night they slipped out of Jekkara and went back across the
desert to the place of rocks, where the copter was waiting. Only Altman
returned with Selden. They sat silently in the cabin, and Sel den thought, and
fromtime to time he saw Altman watching him and already in his eyes there
was the understandi ng of defeat.

The gl owi ng dones of Kahora swam out of the dusk, and Denderon was in the sky.
"You're not going to tell them" Atman said
"I don't know," whispered Selden. "I don't know "

Altman left himat the |landing stage. Sel den did not see himagain. He took a
cab to his hotel and went directly to his roomand | ocked hinself in.

The fam liar, normal surroundings aided a return to sanity. He was able to
mar shal his thoughts nmore calmy

If he believed that what he had seen was real, he would have to tell about it,
even if no one would listen to him Even if his superiors, his teachers, his
sponsors, the nen he venerated and whose approval he yearned for, should be
shocked, and look at himwi th scorn, and shake their heads, and forever close
their doors to him Even if he should be condemmed to the outer darkness

i nhabited by people like Altman and Firsa Mak. Even if.

But if he did not believe that it was real, if he believed instead that it was
i llusion, hallucination induced by drugs and heaven knew what antique Martian
chicanery . . . He had been drugged, that was certain. And Lella had practiced

some sort of hypnotic techni que upon him
If he did not believe .

Ch God, how wonderful not to believe, to be free again, to be secure in the
body of truth!

He thought, in the quiet and conforting confines of his room and the |onger
he thought the nore positive his thinking becane, the nore free of

subj ectivity, the deeper and cal mer in understanding. By the norning he was
wan and haggard but heal ed.

He went to the Bureau and told themthat he had been taken ill imrediately
upon | andi ng, which was why he had not reported. He also told themthat he had
had urgent word from hone and woul d have to return there at once. They were
very sorry to lose him but npost synpathetic, and they booked himonto the
first available flight.

A few scars remai ned on Selden's psyche. He could not bear the sound of a harp
nor the sight of a wonan wearing purple. These phobias he could have put up

wi th, but the nightnares were just too nmuch. Back on Earth, he went at once to
his anal yst. He was quite honest with him and the analyst was able to show

hi m exactly what had happened. The whol e affair had been a sex fantasy induced
by drugs, with the Priestess a nother-imge. The Eye which had | ooked at him



then and which still peered unwi nking out of his recurring dreans was synbolic
of the femal e generative principle, and the feeling of horror it aroused in

hi mwas due to the guilt conmplex he had because he was a | atent honosexual

Sel den was enornously conforted.

The anal yst assured himthat now that things were healthily out in the open
t he secondary effects would fade away. And they mi ght have done so except for
the letter.

It arrived just six Martian nmonths after his unfortunate dinner date with
Bentham It was not signed. It said, "Lella waits for you at nmoonrise." And it
bore the sketch, very accurately and quite unm stakably done, of a single
nonstrous eye.

THE END



