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The ways of any culture are likely to look strange and distasteful to a member of any truly different one. But within their own context...
 
-
 
              During the third year at the Galactic Federation's preliminary training school for Earth-human non-Citizens on Fomalhaut Three, they had watched their classmates disappear, two by two, in the directions of their chosen specialties.
 
              The trouble was, Martin thought as he signalled their presence and readiness to begin the day's work, that neither Beth nor he had shown any strong preferences or special aptitudes for the positions being offered. They had decided that their tutor just did not know what to do with them.
 
              Having arrived at that decision, it was inevitable that the great, sprawling, slimy and multi-tentacled horror responsible for their training would show them yet again that their thinking was in error.
 
              GOOD MORNING, said their desk displays. ASSIGNMENT INSTRUCTIONS FOLLOW. PLEASE RECORD FOR LATER STUDY.
 
              With the appearance of the words, the wall facing them became a screen depicting in unpleasantly fine detail their tutor and the large, low-ceilinged, and dimly lit compartment in which it lived—or perhaps only taught. It was surrounded by two small consoles and eight untidy heaps of garishly colored material which Martin had thought at first were art objects or furniture but had later decided, after seeing the creature holding one of them close to one of its many body orifices, that they were more likely to be food or a collection of aromatic vegetation.
 
              The upper and lower lids opened to reveal a single eye, which looked like a fat, transparent sausage in which two pupils moved independently to regard them. Their desk displays lit with a new message.
 
              SUMMARY OF ASSIGNMENT. YOU WILL
PROCEED TO THE SYSTEM LISTED AS
TRD/5/23768/G3 AND TAKE UP ORBIT
ABOUT THE FOURTH PLANET. STUDY IT,
INTERVIEW A MEMBER OR MEMBERS OF
ITS DOMINANT LIFE-FORM, AND ASSESS
THIS SPECIES' SUITABILITY OR OTHERWISE FOR CITIZEN MEMBERSHIP OF THE
GALACTIC FEDERATION.
 
              QUESTIONS?
 
              Martin swallowed. He knew that the feeling was purely psychosomatic, but it felt as if his stomach was experiencing nil-G independently of the rest of his body. At the adjoining desk, Beth was putting on her spectacles. She did not need them or any other sensory aid, for that matter, because all of the Earth-human trainees already had received the benefits of the Federation's advanced medical and regenerative procedures so that they were as perfect physiologically as it was possible for a member of their species to be. But at times of stress Beth wore her glasses because, she insisted, they made her feel more intelligent.
 
              "No questions," she said quietly, glancing at Martin for corroboration. "Until more data is available on the assignment, questions at this stage would tend to be simply requests for more information."
 
              VERY WELL. IT IS CALLED TELDI IN THE
LANGUAGE MOST WIDELY USED ON THAT
WORLD. IT IS A DANGEROUS PLANET AND
CONSIDERED SO EVEN BY ITS INHABITANTS, WHO LIVE ON A LARGE EQUATORIAL CONTINENT AND A CHAIN OF ISLANDS
WHICH LINK IT TO THE NORTH POLAR
LAND MASS. TECHNOLOGICALLY ITS CULTURE IS NOT ADVANCED.
 
              TELDI WAS DISCOVERED BY A FEDERATION SEARCHSHIP TWENTY-SEVEN OF
YOUR YEARS AGO. BECAUSE OF GROSS
PHYSICAL DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE
TELDINS AND THE SPECIES MANNING THE
VESSEL NO OVERT CONTACT WAS MADE.
 
              QUESTIONS?
 
              There was a very obvious question, and Martin asked it. "If direct contact could not be made because the searchship personnel were too visually horrendous so far as the Teldins were concerned, why was indirect contact not tried by translated visual word displays as was done on Earth, and as you are doing here?"
 
              TELDINS WILL NOT DISCUSS MATTERS
OF IMPORTANCE OR MAKE MAJOR DECISIONS THROUGH INTERMEDIARIES LIVING
OR MECHANICAL. DISCOVERING THE REASON FOR THIS BEHAVIOR IS PART OF YOUR
ASSIGNMENT.
 
              "Then we shall be meeting them face to face," said Martin, wondering where all his saliva had gone. "May we see one of the faces concerned?"
 
              OBSERVE.
 
              "No doubt," said Beth in a shaky voice, following a three-second glimpse of the being, "they have beautiful minds."
 
              THE MATTER TRANSMISSION NETWORK
WILL NOT INCLUDE TELDI UNTIL A FAVORABLE ASSESSMENT HAS BEEN MADE.
YOUR TRANSPORTATION WILL BE BY HYPERSHIP. DURING SURFACE INVESTIGATIONS BY THE ENTITY MARTIN THE ENTITY
BETH WILL REMAIN WITH THE SHIP IN A
SURVEILLANCE AND SUPPORT ROLE.
 
              QUESTIONS?
 
              Martin lifted his eyes to stare at the monstrosity beyond the desk screen, feeling himself beginning to sweat. He said, "This ... this is a very important assignment."
 
              THAT IS A SELF-EVIDENTLY TRUE
STATEMENT. IT IS NOT A QUESTION.
 
              Beside him Beth laughed nervously. "What he was trying to say, Tutor, is why us?"
 
              THREE REASONS. ONE, YOU HAVE BOTH
SHOWN ABILITY ABOVE THE AVERAGE
COUPLED WITH COMPLETE INDECISION
REGARDING YOUR FUTURE. WHETHER OR
NOT IT IS COMPLETED SUCCESSFULLY,
THIS ASSIGNMENT WILL ELIMINATE SEVERAL FUTURE POSSIBILITIES. TWO, AS
MEMBERS OF THE SPECIES MOST RECENTLY OFFERED FEDERATION CITIZENSHIP, YOUR KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING OF WHAT IS INVOLVED IN
MAKING THIS ASSESSMENT WILL BE
GREATER THAN THAT OF LONG-TERM
MEMBERS ^THREE, THERE ARE REMARKABLE SIMILARITIES BETWEEN THE TELDINS AND THE EARTH-HUMAN SPECIES
WHICH SHOULD EASE YOUR COMMUNICATION PROBLEMS.
 
              "Apart from breathing a similar atmosphere," Beth protested, "there is no resemblance at all. They are un-beautiful, completely lacking in esthetic appeal, visually repellant and—"
 
              YOUR PARDON. I HAD THOUGHT THAT
THE DIFFERENCES WERE SUPERFICIAL.
 
              To you, thought Martin, they probably are.
 
              YOU WILL ALREADY HAVE REALIZED
THAT YOU ARE BOTH TO UNDERGO IMPORTANT FITNESS TESTS, AND THE VALUE
OF THESE TESTS WOULD BE DIMINISHED
IF I ASSISTED YOU OTHER THAN BY PROVIDING THE BASIC INFORMATION.
 
              QUESTIONS?
 
              "Can you give us advice?" he asked.
 
              OBVIOUSLY. YOU HAVE BEEN RECEIVING ADVICE, GUIDANCE, AND INSTRUCTION FOR THE PAST THREE OF YOUR YEARS
HERE. MY ADVICE IS TO REMEMBER
EVERYTHING YOU HAVE BEEN TAUGHT
AND PUT IT INTO PRACTICE. THE ASSIGNMENT NEED NOT BE A LENGTHY ONE PROVIDED THE ENTITY BETH USES ITS BRAIN
AND THE SHIP'S SENSOR AND COMPUTER
FACILITIES EFFECTIVELY AND THE ENTITY
MARTIN IS CAREFUL IN ITS CHOICE OF
FIRST CONTACTEE AND THE SUBSEQUENT
INTERROGATION.
 
              IT IS POSSIBLE TO ARRIVE AT A FULL
UNDERSTANDING OF A CULTURE FROM
THE INTERROGATION OF ONE OF ITS MEMBERS. ALL THE NECESSARY EQUIPMENT IS
AVAILABLE TO YOU. YOU HAVE BEEN
FULLY TRAINED IN ITS USE. WHILE YOU
ARE DECIDING ON THE SUITABILITY OR
OTHERWISE OF TELDI FOR FEDERATION
MEMBERSHIP, WE SHALL BE DECIDING ON
YOUR SUITABILITY FOR DUTY AS A HYPERSHIP CAPTAIN AND A CONTACT SPECIALIST.
 
              THE RESPONSIBILITY IS ENTIRELY
YOURS.
 
-
 
              The system had seven planets, and its only inhabited world, Teldi, was encircled by the broken remnants of a satellite which had approached within Roche's Limit and been pulled apart by the gravity of its primary. The planet had no axial tilt, and the orbit of the moon had coincided with its equator. The orbiting and constantly colliding debris had not yet formed into a stable ring system, so that the equatorial land mass of Teldi was swept by a light meteorite drizzle which was seeded with enough heavier stuff to make life very uncertain for anyone who remained for long periods in the open.
 
              "It wasn't always like this," said Martin, pointing at one of the sensor displays they had been studying. "That grey strip with the old impact craters all over it was an airport runway, and those heaps of rubble and corrosion could only be dockyard facilities and industrial complexes. This culture must have been as advanced at least as that of pre-Federation Earth before their moon broke up."
 
              "It may have been more than one moon," said Beth thoughtfully. "The orbital paths and clumping of the orbiting debris indicate a—"
 
              "The difference is academic," Martin broke in. "What we have here is a once-advanced culture which has been hammered flat by meteorite bombardment to the extent that they have regressed to a primitive farming and fishing culture. Except for the polar settlement, which is virtually free of meteorites, their past technology seems to have been lost. The question is, where do I land?"
 
              Beth displayed a blow-up of the polar settlement with the relevant sensor data. It was a scientific establishment of some kind, with a small observatory, a non-nuclear power source, and a well-built road which was obviously a supply route. Communicating with the inhabitants should be relatively easy, Martin thought, because the astronomers among them would be mentally prepared for the idea of extraterrestrial (to them) visitors. But they would not be typical of the population as a whole.
 
              An assessment should not be based on a species' intellectuals alone. He had to talk to the Teldin equivalent of an ordinary man in the street.
 
              The landing site finally agreed upon was by a roadside some ten miles from a "city" which lay on and under the floor and walls of a deep, fertile valley on the equatorial continent.
 
              "And now," said Beth, "what about protection?"
 
              For several minutes they discussed the advisability of using the ship's special protection systems while he was on the surface, then decided against them. He had to make contact with a technologically backward alien, and he would do himself no good at all by frightening it with gratuitous demonstrations of superscience.
 
              "Right, then," he said finally. "My only protection will be the lander's force shield, I won't carry anything in my hands, and wear uniform coveralls and an open helmet with image-enhancing visor, and a Teldin-type backpack with a med kit and the usual supplies. The Teldins seem pretty flexible in the matter of clothing, so I would be displaying my physiological differences as well as showing them that I was unarmed.
 
              "The translator will be in my collar insignia," he went on, "and the helmet will contain the standard sensor and monitoring equipment, lighting, and a facility to enable me to bypass the translator so that we can speak without being understood by listening Teldins. Can your fabricator handle that?"
 
              Beth nodded.
 
              "Have I forgotten anything?"
 
              She shook her head.
 
              "Don't worry about me," he said awkwardly, "everything will be just fine."
 
              But still she did not speak. Martin reached toward her and carefully removed her glasses, folded them, and placed them on top of the control console.
 
              "I'm ready to go," he said, then added gently, "sometime tomorrow ..."
 
-
 
              Martin made no secret of
his landing. He arrived at night with the lander's external lights ablaze, coming in slowly so as not to be mistaken for one of the larger meteors. Then he waited anxiously for the reaction of the inhabitants and authorities of the nearby city.
 
              With diminished anxiety and growing impatience, he was still waiting more than a full Teldin day later.
 
              "I expected crowds around me by now," Martin said in bafflement. "But they just look at me as they pass on by. I have to make one of them stop ignoring me and talk. I'm leaving the lander now and beginning to move toward the road."
 
              "I see you," said Beth from the hypership, then added warningly, "The chances of you being hit during the few minutes it takes you to reach the protection of the road are small, but even our super-computer cannot predict the impact point of every meteorite."
 
              Especially the odd ones which were the result of collisions in close orbit, Martin thought, and which dropped in at a steep angle instead of slanting in from the west at the norm of thirty degrees or less. But the odd behavior of the satellite debris which fell around and on Teldi, and which offended Beth's orderly mind, faded as he thought of meeting his first Teldin.
 
              It would be a member of a species which had advanced perhaps only to the verge of achieving spaceflight, and which still practiced astronomy in that dark, polar settlement. Such a species would have considered the possibility of off-planet intelligent life. Perhaps the idea might exist only in Teldin history books, but an ordinary Teldin should be aware of it and not be panicked into hostile activity by the sight of a puny and obviously defenseless off-worlder like Martin.
 
              It was a nice, comforting theory which had made a lot of sense when they had discussed it back on the ship. Now he was not so sure.
 
              "Can you see anyone on the road?"
 
              "Yes. Just over a mile to the north of you, heading your way and toward the city. One person riding a tricycle and towing a two-wheeled trailer. It should be visible to you in six minutes."
 
              While he was waiting, Martin tried to calm himself by examining at close range a stretch of the banked rock wall which ran along the side of the road. Like the majority of the roads on Teldi this one ran roughly north and south, and the wall protected travellers from the meteorites which came slanting in from the west.
 
              The banked walls were on average four meters high and built from rocks gathered in the vicinity. The roads were rarely straight, but curved frequently to take advantage of the protection furnished by natural features such as deep gullies or outcroppings of rock. When east-west travel was necessary, the roads proceeded in a series of wide zigzags, like the track of a sailing ship tacking to windward.
 
              The sound was like a short, sharp hiss and thud, and midway between his lander and the road there was a small, glowing patch of ground with a cloud of rock dust settling around it. When he looked back to the roadway, the Teldin was already in sight, pedalling rapidly toward him and hugging the protective wall.
 
              Martin walked to the outer edge of the roadway to get out of its path. He did not know anything about the oncoming vehicle's braking system, and it was possible that he was in greater danger of being run over by an extraterrestrial tricycle than being hit by a meteorite. His action could also, he hoped, be construed as one of politeness. When the vehicle slowed and came to a halt abreast of him, he extended both hands palms outward from his sides, then let them fall again.
 
              "I wish you well," he said softly. Loudly and clearly and taking a fraction of a second longer, his translator expressed the same sentiment in Teldin.
 
-
 
              It looked like a cross between an overgrown, four-armed kangaroo and a frog which was covered overall with sparse, sickly yellow fur. Because of the being's size and his own lack of defensive armament, Martin was acutely aware of the other's long, well-muscled legs, which terminated in large, clawed feet, and of the enormous teeth which showed clearly within the widely opened mouth. Its four, six-fingered hands also had heavy boney terminations which had been filed short and painted bright blue, presumably to aid the manipulation of small objects and for purposes of decoration. It was wearing a dark brown cloak of some coarse, fibrous material, and the garment was fastened at the neck and thrown back over the shoulders, where it was attached in some fashion to the being's backpack, probably to leave its limbs free for pedalling and steering its vehicle. There was no doubt, therefore, that this was a civilized entity, and that the open mouth with its fearsome display of teeth was simply a gape of surprise and curiosity, not a snarl of fury presaging an attack.
 
              Perhaps there was a little bit of doubt, Martin thought nervously, and spoke again.
 
              "If you are not engaged in urgent and important business," he said slowly while the translator rattled out the harsh, guttural gruntings and gobblings which were the Teldin equivalent, "I would be grateful if you could spare some of your time talking to me."
 
              The Teldin made a harsh, barking sound which did not translate, followed by other noises which did. They sounded in his ear-piece as, "The conversation is likely to be a short one, stranger, if you do not move over here to the protection of the wall. Naturally I would be delighted to talk to you about yourself, the mechanism yonder in which you arrived, and any other subject which mutually interests us. But first there is a question ..."
 
              The being paused for a moment. There was no way that Martin could read its facial expression on such short acquaintance, but from a certain tension and awkwardness in the way the Teldin was holding its limbs and body, he had a strong impression that the question was an important one. Finally, it came.
 
              "Who owns you, stranger?"
 
              Be careful, thought Martin. The alien's understanding of the word "own" might be different to Martin's. Could the question involve patriotism; or loyalty owed to its country, tribe, or employer? Was the Teldin using some kind of local slang which his translator was reproducing literally? He dare not answer until he was completely sure of the meaning of the question.
 
              "I am sorry," he said. "Your question is unclear to me."
 
              Before the Teldin could reply, Martin introduced himself and began describing his planet of origin. He spoke of Earth as it had been before the coming of the Federation, not the denuded and well-nigh depopulated planet that it had since become. Quickly he went on to talk about the lander and the much larger hypership in orbit above them and, when the Teldin expressed sudden concern, he assured the other that neither had anything to fear from the meteorites. He added that he, himself, did not carry such protection nor, for that matter, any other means of defense or offense.
 
              When he finished speaking, the Teldin was silent for a moment. Then it said, "Thank you for this information which, in spite of being hearsay, could be of great importance. Does the being in the orbiting vessel own you?"
 
              In his ear-piece he could hear Beth, who was monitoring the conversation, suppressing laughter.
 
              "No," he said.
 
              "Do you own it?"
 
              "No," he said again.
 
              "You only act that way sometimes," said Beth. "But be alert. Another pedal vehicle is heading out of the city towards you. It is painted brown and bright yellow, towing an enclosed trailer and flying some kind of pennant, with two people on board pedalling fast. It should reach you in about twenty minutes."
 
              Martin bypassed the translator momentarily to say, "The local constabulary, do you think? I can't react until they come into sight, when it would be natural to ask who and what they are. But our friend here worries me with its constant harping on ownership. And what does it mean by hearsay? I can't give it a straight answer until I know why it thinks the question is so important."
 
              He cut in the translator and went on to explain the relationship between Beth and himself. He was non-specific regarding the division of their work, but he had to go into considerable detail on human social anthropology, cultural mores, and reproduction. But suddenly the Teldin was holding up two of its four hands.
 
              "Thank you once again for this interesting hearsay," it said slowly, as if it was uncertain that the true meaning of the words was getting through to Martin. "You are answering questions which have not been asked, and not answering those which must be asked."
 
              The brown and yellow tricycle came into sight just then. Martin said quickly, "The vehicle which approaches us at speed and flying a flag, and the beings propelling it. Is their mission important?"
 
              The Teldin glanced at it in a manner suggesting impatience. "It flies the pennant of the Master of Sea and Landborne Communications. Their mission has nothing to do with us and is of no importance compared with the visit of an off-planet being who avoids answering the most important question about itself ..."
 
              "Just a couple of mailmen," said Beth in a relieved voice.
 
              "... Your status is not clear," it went on. "Do you or your life-mate own the vessel which brought you here?"
 
              My status ...! Martin thought. A little light was beginning to dawn. Aloud, he said, "The vessels are not our personal property, but we are responsible for their operation."
 
              "But they are owned, presumably, by someone who directs you in their use?" said the Teldin quickly, and added, "You must obey this being's directions?"
 
              "Yes," said Martin.
 
              The Teldin made a loud, gurgling sound which did not translate, then it said, "You are a slave, Martin. Highly placed, no doubt, considering the nature of the equipment you are allowed to use, but still a slave ..."
 
              Instinctively Martin stepped back as one of the being's enormous hands swung towards him. But it stopped a few inches from his chin with one digit pointing at the Federation symbol on his collar.
 
              "... Is that the emblem of your Master?"
 
              His first thought was to strenuously deny that he was any kind of slave, and his second was to wonder what new complication would be the result of that denial. But the Federation was, in real terms, his master, as it was the master of all of its non-citizens.
 
              "Yes," he said again.
 
              The Teldin turned its hand, which was still only a few inches from Martin's face, to display a bracelet on its thick, furry wrist. The bracelet supported a flat oval of metal on which an intricate design had been worked in several colors.
 
              "Like mine," said the Teldin, "your mark of ownership is small, tasteful, and inconspicuous as befits a slave in a position of trust and responsibility. But why did you ignore or evade the questions which would quickly have established your status?"
 
              "I was unsure of your own status," Martin replied truthfully.
 
              He remembered their tutor telling them again and again that in an alien-contact situation they must always tell the truth, although not necessarily all of it all at once. Measured doses of the truth gave rise to much fewer complications than well-meant, diplomatic lies.
 
              "I don't like what I'm hearing," said Beth. "The Federation does not approve of slavery or any form of—"
 
              "Now I understand," said the Teldin, before she could go on. "You thought I might be a Master and were being circumspect. Like the other passers-by, I thought you were a Master and could not, therefore, speak first. But contact between ourselves and another-world species would seem to be a project too important to be entrusted to a slave, regardless of its level of ability. My position forbids me saying anything which is directly critical of your Master, or any Master, but it seems to me that it would be more fitting if ... if ..."
 
              "My Master did the work itself?" asked Martin.
 
              "That was my thought exactly," said the Teldin.
 
              Martin thought about their tutor and its enormous, sprawling body, and of the sheer size and complexity of any mobile life-support system capable of accommodating it, and he thought of that species' immense life-span. Carefully, and truthfully, he said, "My remarks should not be construed as critical or disloyal, but my Master is grossly overweight, very old, and has other projects demanding of its time and available energy."
 
              "Since we are speaking face to face I can accept this information as factual until I have been instructed otherwise by my Master," the Teldin said, and the sudden change in its manner was unmistakable. It added, "But my Master will not accept anything you say."
 
              "For this reason," Martin persisted, "I have been instructed to land on this world and gather information about your species and its culture so that my Master will know whom to approach with the initial offers of friendship and exchanges of knowledge."
 
              "Your Master seems lacking in sensitivity and intelligence," said the Teldin, this time without any apology. "Your Master might just as well have sent a radio transmitting and receiving device."
 
              "That has already been tried," said Martin, "without success."
 
              "Naturally," said the Teldin.
 
              The situation had gone sour, there could be no doubt about that. The impression given by the Teldin was that it belonged to an intensely status-conscious slave culture in which the Masters spoke only to other Masters or to God, and when a Master spoke to a slave the slave had to believe everything it was told and, presumably, disbelieve everything it had been told earlier by a lowlier being.
 
              This is crazy, thought Martin. Aloud, he said, "What would have been your reaction if I'd been a Master?"
 
              "Had you been a Master," the Teldin replied, "I would not have been able to give you any information until it had been vetted for content and accuracy by my own or another Master. Knowledge which is not passed down from a Master is, as you know, untrustworthy. The only assistance I could have given you would have been to arrange a meeting with another Master. Had you been a Master we could not have exchanged hearsay as freely as we have done."
 
              "May this exchange continue?" asked Martin eagerly. "I have many questions. And answers."
 
              "Yes, Martin," said the Teldin. "It may continue until I report your presence and everything that has transpired between us to my Master, who will assess the value of the material and instruct me accordingly.
 
              "My curiosity is such that I am in no great hurry to make my report," the being added. "And my name is Skorta."
 
              "Thank you, Skorta," said Martin, relieved. The atmosphere seemed friendly once more, but he still needed clarification on the Master-slave relationship. He said, "Will you make your report in person, and where?"
 
              "Careful ..." warned Beth.
 
              "Thankfully, no," said Skorta. "I must make a hearsay report by radio. The device is in my Master's education complex in the city."
 
              "Are you a teacher?"
 
              Martin could hardly believe his luck. It would not matter which subject Skorta taught, because it was sure to have a grounding in many subjects. It was quite possible that this Teldin would be able to furnish them with all of the information necessary for the completion of their assignment, probably within a few hours.
 
              "Properly speaking, only a Master can teach," it replied. "That is the law. I relay the approved information, suitably simplified for the age-groups concerned, to unruly little beings who only rarely think of questioning the validity of the information they receive. Even the words of a Master, as you know, may be doubted when they have been passed down through too many slaves."
 
              "I should like to see your pupils," said Martin, "and other people in the city. Would I be able to meet a Master ...?"
 
              Martin felt like biting off his tongue. Without thinking, he had blundered into that highly sensitive area again and he could almost feel the atmosphere congeal. The Teldin made a soft, untranslatable sound which might have been a sigh.
 
              "Stranger," it said slowly, "your presence here is an insult and an affront to our Masters, since it is plain that your own Master thinks so little of this world and its people that it sent a slave to us as an emissary. To my knowledge there has never been a greater insult, and I cannot even guess at what the Masters'
 
              "But I am willing to take you to the city," Skorta went on. "In fact, I am anxious to do so in order to prolong this contact with you and to discover as much about your people and their civilization as I possibly can before I am required officially to forget it. But I must warn you that the visit to the city could place you in grave personal danger."
 
              "From the slaves or the Masters?" asked Martin. He was beginning to like this visually ferocious, four-armed nightmare which was glaring down at him. He could be certain of very little in the present situation, but he was sure that this being was honest and had a ^measure of concern for his safety.
 
              "The slaves may restrain you if instructed to do so by the Masters," the Teldin replied slowly, "but only the Masters bear weapons and only they may kill. Now, if you will climb into my carrier, I shall transport you to the city."
 
              "Don't go," said Beth, and gave reasons.
 
              "I have received information," said Martin when she had finished talking, "that meteorite activity in this area will increase by a factor of three very shortly. I cannot be more specific because of ignorance regarding your units of time. According to the instruments on the orbiting vessel—"
 
              "This is hearsay," Skorta broke in.
 
              "True," said Martin quickly. "But the instruments are being read by my life-mate who is, naturally, anxious that no harm befalls me."
 
              "I can understand why you attach importance to this information," said the Teldin, "but I cannot. It comes through a device to your life-mate, through another device to you and then to myself. There are too many possibilities for cumulative error between the fact and the reported fact for me to accept this information.
 
              "Since you believe that the Scourge from the sky will be heavier soon," Skorta went on, "do you wish to return to the safety of your vessel now?"
 
              In his other ear Beth was saying the same in much more forthright language, adding that there would be another time and another Teldin to talk to. But Martin wanted to go on talking to this one, and the intensity of the feeling surprised him.
 
              "If I returned to my vessel," he said, choosing his words with care, "I could leave you a device which would enable us to continue our conversation. But this would be unsatisfactory for two reasons. I would not be able to visit your city, and you would consider any such conversation as untrustworthy hearsay. If, however, you can assure me from your own personal experience that this road is adequately protected, I would go with you to the city and continue to converse with you face to face."
 
              The Teldin exhaled loudly and said, "Stranger, at last you are thinking like a Teldin." It began to pedal, and soon the protective wall was slipping past at a respectable rate of speed. Without taking its attention from the road, Skorta added, "I can also assure you that you may speak to me face to face even while addressing the back of my neck."
 
-
 
              On only two occasions did the Teldin move briefly to the unprotected side of the road to let oncoming vehicles through on the inside. Right of way, it seemed, depended on the pennant flying on the approaching vehicle and on the size and position of the ownership badges worn by the occupants.
 
              A flag and distinctively colored vehicle driven by a Teldin wearing a large emblem on a shoulder sash indicated that it was a slave of the lower order, a public utility worker or such. Badges worn on arm-bands signified a much higher grade of slave, and emblems worn at the wrist indicated a person high in the hierarchy of Teldin slavehood.
 
              The road had detoured to utilize the natural shelter provided by a small hill when there was a sharp, crashing detonation followed by a diminishing, hissing roar. Martin's eyes jerked upward in time to see a large meteor trace an incandescent line across the sky below the cloud base, and he felt the shock of the impact transmitted through the solid, unsprung structure of the tricycle as it struck ground somewhere behind a nearby rise. Then suddenly the stony ground beyond the outer edge of the road was covered with tiny explosions of rock dust.
 
              "This must be the heavier Scourge you spoke of," Skorta said. "The Masters warn us of such events, but even they cannot be precise in their predictions."
 
              "Why do they refer to the meteorites as the Scourge?" said Beth. "Do they equate all danger and pain with strokes from a Master's whip?"
 
              Martin waited until a large vehicle flying the pennant of what he now knew to be Master of Agriculture squeezed past on the outside, then asked the question.
 
              "The Masters say," replied the Teldin, turning its head to look at him briefly, "that it is a continuing reminder that we cannot fully trust anything which is not experienced directly except, of course, the word of a Master."
 
              He asked, "Are slaves, particularly high-ranking slaves like yourself, ever rewarded with your freedom?"
 
              "We have freedom," replied the Teldin.
 
              "But the Masters tell you what to do and think," Martin protested. "They alone have weapons. They alone administer punishment and have the power of life and death."
 
              "Naturally; they are the Masters."
 
              Martin knew that he was getting into a sensitive area, but he needed the answers. "Is the death penalty administered often? And which crimes merit it?"
 
              "Sometimes the Masters execute each other for Masters' reasons," said the Teldin, slowing as the road curved sharply and entered a deep ravine. "With slaves it rarely happens, and only if there is destruction of valuable living property. For less serious crimes they may be reduced in status or forced to work in unprotected areas on the surface for a time, or if the offense is venial the peacekeeping slaves deal with it.
 
              "An alert Master served by trusted and observant slaves," the Teldin added, "is able to stop trouble before it develops to the point where damage to property occurs."
 
              For a few seconds Martin tried to control his revulsion at the picture of the Teldin culture which was emerging. If Skorta's Master received a full report of everything he had said to its slave then his next question was foolhardy indeed, but it had to be asked.
 
              "Do you ever feel dissatisfied with your status, Skorta, and wish you were a Master?"
 
              "Have you gone raving mad?" Beth began, and broke off because the Teldin was speaking.
 
              "There have been times when I would have liked to be a Master," it said, and made another one of its untranslatable noises, "but good sense prevailed."
 
              The floor of the ravine had taken an upward gradient and Skorta had no breath to spare for speech, so Beth was able to express herself at length.
 
              "You are taking too many risks," she said angrily. "My advice is to pull out as soon as you can. Some of the things you've said to Skorta could be construed as attempted subversion of a slave, and the Masters won't like that. Besides, with all the surface sensor material we are collecting still awaiting processing, plus your interview with Skorta, we should have enough information for our assessment ..."
 
              The picture which was emerging was clear but not at all pleasant, she continued. Teldi was essentially a slave culture, with the vast majority of the planetary population serving an elitist group of Masters who might be numbered in the thousands, or perhaps even hundreds. Their control of the slave population was such that the slaves themselves, with their minor gradations of responsibility and status, were as a group happy with the situation, although individuals like Skorta might occasionally have their doubts. So happy were they with their role that the slaves did not want to become Masters and helped maintain themselves in slavery by telling tales on fellow slaves who looked like causing trouble, while at the same time believing implicitly everything told to them by their Masters, even when this information contradicted first-hand knowledge. History was also vetted by the Masters so that the slaves had no way of knowing if there had ever been better times.
 
              But the worst aspect of all was that the Masters held the power of life and death over their slaves and were the only people on all of Teldi allowed to bear weapons.
 
              Beth went on, "You know how the Federation feels about slavery or any other form of physical or psychological coercion in government. They will not be favorably impressed with this culture. But it's still possible that the slaves could qualify for citizenship if we could find a way of separating them from their Masters."
 
              "It isn't as simple as that," said Martin, instinctively lowering his voice even though the translator was switched off. "This fanatical distrust they display towards everyone and everything which is not experienced first-hand worries me. Trust between intelligent species is the most important requirement for Federation citizenship."
 
              "That could change when the influence of the Masters is removed. But you agree that the slaves must have the opportunity of deciding for themselves whether to leave this place and join the Federation or remain with their Masters. Our assessment, remember, should include recommended solutions to the problem here."
 
              "Let's ask one of them," said Martin. Through the translator he went on, "Skorta, would you like to live on a world free of the Scourge and where you could farm and build houses and travel on the surface without danger?"
 
              "Stranger ..." began the Teldin, and was silent for nearly a minute before it went on, "It is senseless and painful to consider such possibilities. The Masters disapprove of mental bad habits of this kind. They say that the Scourge is, and must be accepted."
 
              "Brain-washed!" said Beth disgustedly.
 
              A few minutes later the ravine widened to become the head of a deep, fertile valley. Skorta pulled off the road and stopped to give Martin his first close look at a Teldin city.
 
              The valley ran in a north-south direction and its heavily cultivated western slopes and bottomland were protected from the worst of the Scourge. Only when the meteorites slanted in from an angle of forty-five degrees or more, which they did very occasionally, was the city at risk. The city's structures hugged the ground and varied in size from tiny private dwellings with extensions underground to large buildings which spread themselves out rather than upwards. Regardless of size, every one of them had a thick, earth-banked west-facing wall, and what appeared to be important machinery and vehicles were housed inside deep slit trenches. Suddenly the Teldin pointed towards a high cliff further along the valley.
 
              "That is my school," it said.
 
              There was a flat apron of crushed rock around the base of the cliff and a wide, cavernous opening which was obviously a vehicle entrance. His magnifier showed about fifty smaller openings, regular in shape and plainly artificial features, covering the cliff face.
 
              "I would like to see inside," said Martin.
 
              The tricycle lurched across the verge and began picking up speed again.
 
              "There aren't many children about," said Martin as the road took them into a residential area. "Are they at school? And the Masters, where do they live?"
 
              Skorta overtook a structurally complex and highly geared vehicle powered by four furiously pedalling Teldins before it replied, "If the children are to attain adulthood they have much to learn from parents and teachers. And there are no Masters here. They live in the polar city, which is free from the worst of the Scourge, and only rarely do they visit our cities. We prefer it that way because the presence of a Master means grief for some and serious inconvenience for others. Believe me, stranger, while we are obliged to honor and obey our Masters, and we do, we much prefer them to leave us alone."
 
              "Why?" asked Martin. The other's words had a distinctly rebellious sound to them.
 
              "They come only in response to reports of serious trouble," the Teldin explained, breathing deeply between sentences because the road up to the school had steepened. "Not just to administer punishment but to extend or amend existing instructions. regarding virtually everything. When a Master comes, the visit must not be wasted.
 
              "It is a long, difficult, and dangerous journey for them," the Teldin concluded, "and their lives are much too valuable to be risked without very good reason."
 
              Martin had heard of absentee landlords in Earth's history, but the concept of an absentee slave-master was difficult to grasp, as was the idea of a slave society which appeared to be self-policing and largely self-governing. He could not understand why they remained slaves, why they did not rebel and start thinking as well as doing for themselves, or why they held their Masters, whose absence was infinitely preferable to their presence, in such high regard.
 
              The Masters, he thought, must be very potent individuals indeed. To complete the assessment he had to know more about them.
 
              "Would the visit of a being from another world," he said carefully, "be considered important enough to warrant the attention of a Master?"
 
              "Watch it ...!" said Beth warningly.
 
              "The visit of a slave from another world," the Teldin corrected—without, however, answering the question.
 
              The tricycle rumbled across the stony apron at the base of the cliff and toward the vehicle entrance, and Martin saw that the tiny pupils of Skorta's eyes had opened to four or five times their normal size. The dilation mechanism had to be a voluntary one, because they were still several seconds away from the tunnel mouth. Plainly the Teldins had no trouble seeing in the dark. He adjusted his image enhancer.
 
              Patches of luminous vegetation coated the tunnel walls, and at frequent intervals he could see short side tunnels opening into artificial caves containing machinery whose purpose was not clear to him. Skorta told him that important and irreplaceable machines were housed in these caves to protect them from the Scourge, and that metal was scarce on Teldi.
 
              The Teldin guided its tricycle into one of the caves, and they dismounted.
 
              "I realize that to a stranger like yourself this is hearsay," Skorta said, "but it is widely held to be a fact that this school is the most efficient teaching establishment on the whole planet. The Masters of Transport, Agriculture, Communications, Education, and associated Masterships send their slaves here, often from pre-puberty, and when they leave they are most valuable pieces of property indeed."
 
              Martin hastily revised his estimate of the Teldin's status. It was closer to being a university lecturer than a schoolteacher, he thought, and asked, "What is your position in the establishment?"
 
              "The position is largely administrative," Skorta. replied as it led Martin into a narrow tunnel which climbed steeply. "I am the senior teaching slave in charge. We are going to my quarters ..."
 
              He made another revision, from lecturer to Dean of Studies.
 
              "... Later, if you are agreeable," it went on, "I would like you to meet some of the students. But there is a serious risk involved—"
 
              "The students are unruly?"
 
              "No, stranger," the Teldin said, "the risk is mine in that the slave of another Master might report your presence before I did so. There is also the matter of your accommodation, should you wish to remain here for a time."
 
              "Thank you, I would like to—" began Martin, when Beth's voice broke in.
 
              "You can't just move in like a visiting lecturer. There are problems."
 
              "There are problems," Skorta repeated unknowingly, "regarding your life processes, particularly food intake and waste elimination. It is a unique problem for us. There is no knowledge nor even the wildest and most speculative hearsay regarding the possible effects of off-planet diseases on the Teldin species, or the effectiveness of our disinfectants on your wastes. This aspect of your visit has only just occurred to me. It is a serious matter which requires consultation with our senior medical slaves. So serious, in fact, that they will be duty-bound to refer the matter to the Master of Medicine."
 
              The Teldin guided him along an ascending tunnel which led into a large cliff-face cave containing an enormous, high desk, chairs on the same scale, and walls covered by the luminous vegetation between gaps in the bookshelves. Martin had time to notice that the books were retained in place by heavy wooden bars padlocked at both ends.
 
              Since the discussion about alien infections, Skorta had been keeping its distance while still asking an awful lot of questions. Plainly the danger of a possible off-world infection was evenly balanced by its curiosity. It was time he put the Teldin's mind at rest.
 
              He said, "Your offer of accommodation is appreciated, but rather than cause discomfort to both of us I would prefer to spend some time every day in my own vessel. May I have permission to move it to the flat area in front of the school so that I can spend as much time here as possible?
 
              "And the Master of Medicine has no cause for concern," he went on before the other could reply, "since off-world pathogens will not effect Teldins, nor will Teldin diseases be transmissible to the many hundreds of different species who inhabit the Galaxy. This is—"
 
              "Hearsay!" the Teldin broke in.
 
              "Naturally," Martin went on, "I have not visited all of these worlds, but I have lived for a time on three of them without contracting any other-species diseases."
 
              He was bending the truth slightly, because one of the three was Teldi itself. The others had been Fomalhaut Three and the single lifeless planet which circled the Black Diamond at the galactic center.
 
              "It is still hearsay, but I am greatly reassured," the Teldin said. "And your vessel will arouse less comment outside our school than in any other part of the city."
 
              "Thank you," said Martin, and went on. "If a problem arises suddenly, as it may have done today had I been a potential disease-carrier, how do the Masters learn of it?"
 
              The Teldin pointed to a recess which contained a table, chair, and shelves lined with what could only be Leyden cells. The batteries were wired in series to a collection of table-mounted radio equipment with which the legendary Marconi would have felt instantly at home. Skorta was giving him a rundown on the Teldin equivalent of the Morse code when Martin interrupted quietly.
 
              "This is a mechanism. It transmits and receives information over a great distance, not face to face. Surely this is hearsay, and forbidden?"
 
              The Teldin gestured towards the barred bookshelves and said, "That, too, is hearsay, but some of us are allowed to read it."
 
              "You confuse me," said Martin.
 
              "The volumes contain hearsay which is a transcription of much older hearsay," the Teldin explained, "selected by the Masters for study by only the highest-level slaves, slaves who are able to assimilate the material without mental suffering caused by disaffection with their present circumstances, or thoughts of what might have been had the Scourge not come upon us. Ignorance makes it easier to accept the inevitable."
 
              "Are you saying," said Martin harshly, "that the majority of the slaves are kept in ignorance?"
 
              "I'm saying that they are happier in their ignorance," Skorta replied. "This hearsay material is not kept from them entirely. But it must be earned, piece by piece, as a reward for mental and physical effort."
 
              It was like some kind of freemasonry, Martin thought, with secrets of increasing importance being entrusted to the favored few who showed themselves able and willing to maintain the Teldin status quo. His sarcasm was probably lost in translation as he said, "And the Masters know everything?"
 
              "Not everything," said the Teldin, showing more of its teeth. "As yet they don't know about you."
 
              Once again Martin had the feeling that this particular Teldin was a potential rebel. He said, "I have the feeling that you do not want my presence reported to the Masters. Is this so?"
 
              "That is correct," replied Skorta. "My reasons are, of course, selfish. Until official cognizance has been taken of your presence on Teldi, I am at liberty to learn as much as possible from you before the Masters rule on the factuality of your information. I expect that much of what I learn will have to be officially forgotten, not committed to writing, and will die with me. The Masters must consider the mental well-being of their slaves as the highest priority, and the simple fact of your presence here implies a way of life infinitely better than our existence on Teldi.
 
              "Fortunately I can justify my delay in reporting you," it added, "because of initial confusion regarding your status and the necessity of educating you in our ways lest you inadvertently committed a crime, such as insulting a Master."
 
              It was not lying, Martin thought admiringly, but it was certainly bending the truth into some fancy shapes.
 
              "I had intended showing you the school now," Skorta went on, "but it would be better if I drove you back to your vessel so that you can bring it here."
 
              "No problem," said Martin. "My vessel can be moved here without my presence on board."
 
              "There is a problem," Beth contradicted. "Not an urgent one, so you can let your friend show you its school. A cloud of denser meteorite material will arrive in about fifteen hours' time. According to the computer, the area for twenty miles around your city will be well and truly clobbered, so when I move the lander over there I suggest you excuse yourself politely and get the hell out."
 
              "The lander's force shield will protect—" began Martin.
 
              "It will be a very heavy bombardment, and you will be safer on the hypership. There is something very odd about this Scourge, and the things the computer is telling me about it just don't make sense. I'd like to go over the data with you."
 
              Martin did not reply at once because he had followed the Teldin into a tunnel whose walls and ceiling were smooth and completely unlike the roughly chiseled rock surfaces he had encountered earlier. He could see small areas of tiling still adhering to the walls and many horizontal markings which were thin and pale green in color and which passed through small spots of dull red. He aimed the visual pick-up in his helmet at them and paused for a moment so that Beth would receive a clear picture, then hurried after the Teldin.
 
              "Copper wiring and ferrous metal staples holding it in position," he reported excitedly. "The insulation has rotted away and all that is left is the pale green and red corrosion traces. This is a much older section of the school, dating from a time when they had electrically generated rather than vegetation-produced lighting. That could have been hundreds of years ago."
 
              Beth sighed. "So you intend staying there until the last possible moment?"
 
              "At least," said Martin.
 
              They came to an opening whose sides bore red corrosion marks which suggested that it had once possessed a metal door. Inside there was a large, square room rendered small by the presence of more than thirty Teldin s, who ranged in size from just over one meter to the full adult stature of three. The walls were hung with tapestries which were brightly colored, finely detailed, and dealt with various aspects of the Teldin anatomy.
 
              His arrival caused an immediate cessation of work and a lot of untranslatable noises. He was introduced as an off-planet slave gathering information on Teldin teaching methods for its Master. Skorta told them to restrain their natural curiosity and resume work.
 
              It was difficult to distinguish the teacher-in-charge from the adult pupils, Martin found, until he discovered that the more advanced students aided in the teaching process by instructing the less knowledgeable ones. He stopped beside two of the youngest, one of whom was immobilized and rendered speechless by practice splints and a tight mandible bandage, and asked how long it took for a fractured forearm to heal.
 
              "Thirty-two days on average, Senior," the young Teldin said promptly, staring at the Federation symbol on Martin's collar. It went on, "Longer if it is a multiple or compound fracture, or if it is sited at a joint or is complicated by severe wounding. If the accompanying wounds are improperly cleansed, putrefaction may take place and the affected limb must be removed."
 
              Martin estimated the age of the Teldin medical student to be the equivalent of a ten- or eleven-year-old of Earth. "I thank you for this information," he said quickly, and added, "How long will it be before you are a fully qualified medical slave?"
 
              Everyone had stopped working again and were making untranslatable noises. Anxiously he went over his question for implied criticisms or hidden insults and could not find any. In an attempt to retrieve the situation he said the first thing which came into his mind.
 
              "I would like to answer some questions about myself and show you my vessel."
 
              They were all staring at him in absolute silence. It was close on a minute before a young Teldin spoke.
 
              "When, Senior?"
 
              "I do not wish to interrupt your study or rest periods," he said. "Would early tomorrow morning be convenient?"
 
              When they were in the corridor a few minutes later, Martin asked, "Did I say something wrong?"
 
              Skorta made an untranslatable sound. "They would have observed your vessel at a distance, in any case. But now you have issued an invitation from your Master to view the machine closely and ask questions about it. The invitation extends, naturally, to the members of other classes. I trust, stranger, that your vessel is strongly built."
 
              Martin was about to deny that his Master had issued the invitation through him, but then he realized that a mere slave like himself would never have been so presumptuous as to issue it without permission.
 
              "You misunderstand me," he said. "I was asking if I'd said something wrong when I questioned the medical student about the time needed to qualify. On my world such students spend one-sixth of their lifetimes in study before they are allowed to practice medicine on other people. Some of them continue to study and discover new cures and teach for the rest of their lives."
 
              "What a strange idea," the Teldin said, stopping outside the next classroom's entrance. "You are correct, Martin; I did not understand you. Your question to the student was a nonsense question. Badges of ownership are not worn in school since students are considered to be too ignorant to be good slaves, but the only medical student there was the teacher. The students will ultimately belong, if my memory serves me accurately, to the Masters of Agriculture, Communications, and Peacekeeping. Medical slaves are invariably teachers, and new medical knowledge must be sought only at the direction of the Master of Medicine.
 
              "The incidence of injury and disease must be very small on your world," Skorta continued, "if students waste so much time studying medicine exclusively. On Teldi we study it as soon as we are able to read, write, and calculate. On Teldi death and injury are not rare. On Teldi everyone is a doctor."
 
-
 
              They had completed the tour of the classrooms when the Teldin turned into the entrance to a long, high-ceilinged chamber whose far wall was more than two hundred meters distant. Against the wall Martin could see, dimly by the light of the ever-present luminous vegetation, a raised dais or altar with a cloth draped across it.
 
              "This is the Hall of Honor," Skorta said, and began a slow march towards the opposite wall. "Here the slaves renew their promises of service and obedience to our Masters every day, or assemble for punishment or censure and, once a year, to graduate to higher levels."
 
              It had not always been the slaves' Hall of Honor, Martin thought excitedly as he looked up to the great, curving ceiling and down to the regularly spaced tunnel mouths, where it arched down to meet the floor on both sides. He asked for and obtained Skorta's permission to use his helmet spotlight.
 
              It showed lines and patterns of corrosion running along the floor and into the tunnels. The marks were wide and suggested heavy metal rail supports rather than wiring conduits. The walls and ceiling were also covered by strips and patches of corrosion, and as they walked towards the dais they passed shallow depressions in the floor which were filled with powdered rust. Martin's mouth was so dry that it was difficult to speak.
 
              "This ... this place is old," he said. "What was its purpose before it became the Hall of Honor?"
 
              He already knew the answer.
 
              "It is recorded only as hearsay," the Teldin replied. "But the hearsay is unapproved, forbidden as a matter for discussion by all levels of slaves. I know nothing other than that it was our first protection against the Scourge."
 
              Suddenly Beth's voice was in his other ear. She sounded angry.
 
              "It was probably one of the causes of the Scourge in the first place. That hall was once a storage and distribution facility which supplied missiles to less deeply buried launching silos. But you must have spotted that yourself. It certainly answers a lot of my questions."
 
              "I spotted it," said Martin. "But causing the Scourge ... I don't understand you."
 
              "That's because you haven't been trying to make sense of the things the computer is saying about this ring system ...!"
 
              Normally such a system was formed as a result of a satellite (or satellites) approaching too closely to its primary and being pulled apart by gravitational stresses, and the debris being strewn along the plane of the moon's original orbit, she went on. Continuing collisions would eventually cause the pieces to grind themselves into uniformly small pieces. But at the present stage of the process many large pieces should have survived collisions with the small stuff, since the probability of the relatively few large chunks of the moon colliding with each other was small.
 
              The debris orbiting Teldi contained no large pieces of debris.
 
              "Then the ring has been forming for a long time," said Martin, "and the process is far advanced."
 
              "No," said Beth firmly. "The Scourge has been in existence for an extremely short time, astronomically speaking. The process began one thousand one hundred and seventeen Teldin years and thirty-three days ago, and was completed forty-seven years and one hundred and two days later."
 
              "Are ... Are you sure?"
 
              Beth laughed. "For a moment I thought you were going to accuse me of using hearsay. The computer is sure and I'm sure, and you know which one of us is omniscient."
 
              "Are there any missiles left?" said Martin. "Any traces of radioactivity in a forgotten silo somewhere?"
 
              "None," she replied firmly. "The sensors would have detected it. They were all used."
 
              She resumed talking as the slow march towards the dais continued, but very often Martin's mind was leaping ahead of hers as piece after piece of the Teldin jigsaw puzzle fitted into place. The reason for the Scourge and the fatalistic acceptance of it was now plain, as was the cause of the pathological distrust of everything which was not experienced first-hand, the rigid stratification of the slaves, and the thinking done from the top which was so characteristic of the military mind. Finally there was the planet-wide catastrophe which had driven the surviving population to shelter in such installations as this, and brought about a situation which was in essence a military dictatorship. The Hall of Honor and one-time missile arsenal was certainly a key piece of the puzzle, but the picture was not complete.
 
              "I must speak with a Master," said Martin.
 
              "But there's no need!" Beth protested. "Sensor probes have been dropped on this and other cities. We have more than enough data on the ordinary people of this frightful planet. They are resourceful, ethical, hardworking, long-suffering and, to my mind, wholly admirable. We should say so without delay. Our assessment can be based on an interview with one Teldin, remember, and we were not expected to take a long time about it. I say that the slave levels are in all respects suitable and should be offered Federation Citizenship following reorientation training to neutralize the conditioning of the Masters.
 
              "The slave-owners, from what we've learned of them, don't stand a snowball's chance. Our masters, the Federation, will not abide dictators who—"
 
              "Wait," said Martin.
 
              They had stopped before the dais which, now that he could see it clearly, consisted of a single cube of polished rock just under two meters on the side and with a large flag apparently covering the top and hanging down in front. The section of the flag visible to him was dark blue and bore the same design as that which appeared on Skorta's bracelet. The stone was too high for him to see the top surface, until he was suddenly grasped by four large hands above the knees and at the elbows and hoisted into the air.
 
              And saw the symbol of ultimate authority.
 
              Unlike the richly embroidered flag, the sword looked excessively plain and functional. Simply and beautifully proportioned, it measured nearly two meters long and had a broad, double-edged blade which came to a fine point. Its only decoration was a small, engraved plate set in the guard, which reproduced the design on the flag. Martin stared at it until the Teldin's four arms began to quiver with the strain of holding him aloft,, then he gestured to be put down.
 
              "It is the sword of the Master of Education," Skorta said slowly. "My Master died recently and a new one has yet to be chosen."
 
              Martin was remembering the long, sharp blade of the weapon and the faint staining he had seen at its tip. He wet his lips and said, "Has it ever been ... used?"
 
              "The sword of a Master," it replied in a voice Martin could barely hear, "must draw blood at least once."
 
              "Is it possible," Martin asked once again, "to speak with a Master?"
 
              "You are an off-world slave," the Teldin replied, accenting the last word.
 
              It was the last word, in fact, because neither of them spoke during the long walk back to the base of the cliff where Beth had already moved the lander. Martin had a lot on his mind.
 
-
 
              He had programmed the force shield to interdict inanimate objects and remain pervious to living beings. As a result, it was not the timer which awakened him, but the voices of more than two hundred young Teldins who were surrounding the lander. The cliff-face and city were still shrouded in pre-dawn darkness except for the intermittent illumination provided by the Scourge as it drew incandescent lines across the sky. He increased the intensity of the exterior lighting and went outside.
 
              "I can't answer all of your questions at once," he said as his translator signalled overload, "So I will tell you about my vessel and some of the worlds it has visited ..."
 
              Except for a few of the older ones who muttered "Hearsay" they became very quiet and attentive. He talked about planetary environments which were beautiful, terrifying, weird but always wonderful, and on the subject of the Federation he said only that it was a collection of people of many different shapes and sizes and degrees of intelligence who helped each other and who wanted to help Teldi.
 
              When these youngsters grew up, Martin thought, it was likely that they would never be able to regard their Teldin way of life with complete acceptance. And if they were not judged suitable for Federation Citizenship and were left to fend for themselves, what a particularly lousy trick he was playing on them by talking like this.
 
              "I can't predict where exactly they will hit," Beth broke in urgently, "but that area is in for a bad time. Cut it short."
 
              "I'll answer a few questions, then send them to shelter," he told her. "The mountain on this side of the valley will protect us, so there's no immediate—"
 
              The sky was lit by a sudden flare of bright orange and the ground seemed to twitch under Martin's feet. He broke off and looked around wildly, then up at the cliff. Everything seemed normal.
 
              "That was a big one," said Beth, her voice rising in pitch. "It hit close to the summit directly above you and started a rockslide. You can't see it past the shoulder of the cliff. Tell them to ..."
 
              But Martin was already shouting for them to run for the shelter of the school. Nobody moved, and he had to explain quickly, so quickly that he was close to being incoherent, about Beth and the orbiting ship and its instruments which gave advance warning of the rockfall which they could not see. Still they did not move. They were dismissing his warning as hearsay. He angled one of the lander's lights upwards to show the top of the cliff and the first few rocks bouncing into sight over its edge.
 
              They began to run then, too late.
 
              "No, get back!" Martin shouted desperately. "There's safety here. Get back to the lander!"
 
              Some of them hesitated. Without thinking about it Martin sprinted after the others and managed to get ahead of them—they were young and their legs were slightly shorter than his—and wave them back. There were about twenty of them outside the protection of the lander's force shield now, but they were slowing down, stopping. He did not know whether they were simply frightened and confused or, since his recent demonstration of foreknowledge of the rockfall, they believed him when he said the area around the lander was safe.
 
              The first rocks struck the ground between the lander and the school entrance, bounced outwards and rolled towards them. Three of the Teldins were knocked over and another was down hopping and crawling on four hands and one foot and dragging the injured limb behind it. Martin pointed at the glowing line on the ground which marked the outer edge of the force shield.
 

 
              "Quickly, move them to the other side of that line. They'll be safe there, believe me!"
 
              He grabbed one of the fallen Teldins by the feet and began dragging it towards the line. The rolling and bouncing rocks were being stopped by the invisible shield and the other students had realized that the protection was not hearsay. But more than half of them were down, and the others were trying to drag them to safety. Martin pulled his Teldin across the line and went after another.
 
              "Get back, dammit!" Beth shouted. "Half the bloody mountain is falling on you ...!"
 
              A rain of fine stones and earth struck his back as he bent over the Teldin casualty and suddenly a bouncing rock hit him in the back of the leg. He sat down abruptly, tears as well as dust blinding him. The rumbling sound from high upon the cliff was growing louder, and large rocks were thumping into the ground all around him with increasing frequency. The force shield and safety were only a few meters away, but he did not know in which direction.
 
              He was grasped suddenly by four large hands which lifted him and hurled him backwards. He tumbled through the interface of the shield closely followed by the Teldin who had saved him. He blinked, trying to clear his vision as expert hands felt along his limbs and body.
 
              "Nothing broken, stranger," said the young Teldin. "Some minor lacerations and bruising on the leg. You should use your own medication to treat the injury—"
 
              "Thank you," said Martin. He climbed to his feet and limped towards the lander.
 
              The sound of the rockfall had become muffled because the hemisphere of the force shield was completely covered by loose rocks and soil. Several of the casualties lay looking up at the smooth dome of rubble which had inexplicably refused to fall on them, with expressions which were still unreadable to Martin, while the others had obviously accepted the invisible protection as a fact and were busying themselves with the injured.
 
              When each and every victim and survivor was a trained medic, he thought admiringly, the aftermath of even a major disaster lost much of its horror.
 
              Another young Teldin intercepted him at the lander's entry port. It said, "Thank you, stranger. All of the students who were trying to reach the school have returned or have been returned. There are no fatalities."
 
              Not yet, thought Martin.
 
              He was thinking about the tremendous weight of rock pressing down on their force shield. That shield could handle the heaviest of meteorite showers without difficulty, but it had not been designed to support the weight of an avalanche. The drain on the small ship's power reserves did not bear thinking about.
 
              He looked at the hemisphere of rocks above and around him, knowing that Beth's repeaters were showing her everything he saw, and asked, "How long can I keep it up?"
 
              "Not long. But long enough for your air to run out first. There are two hundred people in there. I'm coming down!"
 
              He started to protest, then realized that Beth knew as well as he did that she could not land the great, ungainly bulk of a hypership whose configuration suited it only for deep space and orbital maneuvering. The ship could in an emergency be brought close to the ground, but it was not the kind of maneuver to be undertaken by a trainee on first assignment. Worrying out loud to her would simply undermine her confidence, so he remained silent while he applied a dressing to his leg and watched the pictures she was sending to him.
 
              He saw the valley city grow large in his main screen, saw the fresh meteor crater on the mountaintop above the school, and the grey scar left by the rockslide joining it with the great pile of rubble at the base of the cliff where the lander was buried. He saw four great, shallow depressions appear suddenly in unoccupied areas of the valley floor as the hypership's pressor beams were deployed to check the vessel's descent and hold her, braced and immobile, on four rigid, immaterial stilts. Her tremendous force shield covered the whole valley, and for the first time in over a thousand years the Scourge was impotent against the city.
 
              A tractor beam speared out, came to a tight focus, and began to pull at the pile of rubble.
 
              "Nice work," said Martin. "Concentrate on digging us out and clearing a path to the school entrance. Some of these casualties will have to be moved there for proper treatment, and quickly."
 
              Clearing the rocks above the lander took much longer than expected, because every time Beth pulled out a mass of rubble, more slid down to fill the space. He decided to run a quick computation based on the volume of air trapped inside the shield and the rate at which it was being used by two hundred Teldins whose lung capacities were almost double that of a human being, and his anxiety gave way to mounting desperation.
 
              He went outside to try to reassure the younger students, and discovered that three of them were the children of Masters.
 
              Now I'm really in trouble, he thought.
 
              All around him the older Teldins were suggesting to each other, and by inference to Martin, that they should not waste air in needless conversation. He returned to the lander.
 
              "If you seal yourself inside the lander," said Beth suddenly, "it has enough tanked air to keep you alive until I dig you out, while the same amount of air distributed among two hundred Teldins wouldn't last ten minutes. Think about it."
 
              For several minutes he thought very seriously about it. He thought about facing Skorta with the news that he alone was alive among the two hundred asphyxiated students. Briefly, he thought about playing God and squeezing a few of the. Teldins into the lander—young ones, of course, and probably the children of the Masters. What would Skorta think of that compromise? For some reason that particular Teldin's opinion of him had become very important to Martin.
 
              Would it be better, he wondered in sudden self-disgust, simply to stay in the lander without speaking to any Teldin and, when he was able to take off, rejoin the hypership and return to Fomalhaut Three? He could tell the tutor that the problem set him had become too complicated, that the responsibility for assessing the Teldin species was too much for him. In short, he should simply walk away from the whole sorry mess.
 
              He was still thinking about it, and he had not closed the lander's entry port, when Beth spoke again.
 
              "All right," she said angrily. "Be noble and self-sacrificing and ... and stupid! But I have another idea. It's tricky. I don't think the equipment is supposed to be used in this way, and it could be more dangerous so far as you are concerned ..."
 
              Her idea was to concentrate on clearing a small area at the exact top center of the shield, the point where it could be opened without the rest of the shield collapsing, and use wide-focus pressors to keep the surrounding rocks from sliding into the opening for as long as possible—long enough, at least, for some of the stinking fog inside to be replaced with fresh outside air. The danger to Martin was that, if the pressors slipped, the rocks which fell into the opening would smash through the canopy of the lander's control position some thirty meters below, and Martin would no longer be worried about his assignment or anything else.
 
              For the next twenty minutes he divided his attention between the rocks visible above him and Beth's outside viewpoint, which showed her doing things to that pile of rock with tractor and pressor beams which he had not thought possible. Then slowly, from above and below, a gap appeared. It was about two meters wide and it was holding.
 
              "Now," said Beth.
 
              Very carefully he opened the shield until the aperture was roughly a meter across. Stones and coarse gravel rattled down on the canopy, but nothing large enough to penetrate. The fine rock dust which had begun to fall was being blown out again as the hot, stale air rushed to escape. It held for one, two ... five minutes.
 
              "It's beginning to ..."Beth began.
 
              He hit the stud which returned the shield to full coverage and cringed as several small rocks which had slipped through banged against the canopy. The gap above was again completely closed with rubble.
 
              "... slip," she ended.
 
              Around the lander the uninjured students were on their feet, standing motionless and watching him in utter silence. Martin gestured vaguely, not knowing what else to do, and they began sitting down again.
 
              The next time they needed to freshen the air, enough rubble had been cleared to allow Martin to leave the aperture open. But the sun was close to setting before the lander and the school entrance were completely uncovered and the students began moving in an orderly procession towards the entrance, carrying the injured with them. Skorta came hurrying in the opposite direction.
 
              It stopped in front of Martin and looked down at him for several seconds. The Teldin was trembling, whether from anger, relief, or fatigue Martin could not say.
 
              "The students," it said, "would have been safe inside the school."
 
              "There were no deaths," Martin said, by way of an apology. "And, ah, three of the students are the children of Masters."
 
              The Teldin was still shaking as it said, "Those students are the property of their Master parent. They are loved and cherished, as are all children, but they are not yet Masters and may never be." It gestured with three of its arms, indicating the lander, the valley city, and the hypership, which still looked gigantic, even though it had withdrawn to an altitude of three miles. "Your activities have been reported to the Masters. Now I have been instructed to proceed at once to the polar city to undergo a Masters' interrogation regarding you. If you wish it you may accompany me."
 
              "I would like that," said Martin. "I could explain to the Masters why I—".
 
              "No, stranger," the Teldin broke in, no longer shaking. "At most we can speak together and be overheard by the Masters, but nothing you say to me has value. To them it is hearsay and irresponsible. Martin, can you send ... can you urgently request the presence of your Master?"
 
              "No," said Martin, "my Master would not come."
 
              "The Masters of Teldi will not accept your words," Skorta went on, "although I, personally, would like to speak with you at greater length. But there could be grave danger for you here. I have no previous knowledge or hearsay which enables me to foretell what will happen when we meet the Masters.
 
              "It would be safer," he ended, "if you left at once."
 
              "That is good advice," said Beth.
 
              Martin knew that, but at the same time he was feeling confused by a sudden warmth of feeling for this large, incredibly ugly, and strangely considerate extraterrestrial. There could be no doubt that the Masters were going to give it a difficult time, and that Martin was directly responsible for its problems. His presence during the interrogation would relieve the Teldin of a lot of the pressure—especially if Martin took the blame for everything that had happened. It would not be right to leave the senior teaching slave to face them alone. Besides, giving moral support to the Teldin might enable him to salvage something from this assignment.
 
              "I want to meet the Masters," he said, to both the Teldin and Beth. "Thank you for your concern. However, I can remove the danger of the long journey to the polar city. My lander can take us there very quickly, and a speedy response to their summons might favorably impress your Masters. Are you willing to travel in my vessel?"
 
              "Yes, Martin," the Teldin replied with no hesitation at all, "and I am grateful indeed for this unique opportunity."
 
              There was a feeling in Martin's stomach not unlike negative G, a sensation composed of fear and excitement at the knowledge that, within a matter of hours, the empty spaces in the Teldin jigsaw puzzle would be filled in and he would know the full extent of the trouble he had caused and, perhaps, have paid the penalty for causing it.
 
              Initially they flew only as far as the hypership, because the lander needed a systems check and power recharge after its argument with the avalanche. The Teldin was folded so awkwardly into the space available in the control cubicle that it could not see out and, much to its disappointment, the lander's dock on the mother ship had no viewports even though there was enough headroom for it to stand erect.
 
              When it met Beth, Skorta made a bow which could only be described as courtly. It told her that it had had a life-mate who had perished by the Scourge many years ago and had not met another who had engaged its intellect and its emotions to anything like the same extent, but that the fault was probably its own, because several of the teaching slaves had made overtures.
 
              Martin left them talking while he went to the computer's Fabrications module. He did not intend going down to meet the Masters either empty-handed or with an empty backpack.
 
              Beth joined him as he was listing and describing his requirements to the Fabricator.
 
              "I like your friend," she said, leaning over his shoulder. "Right now it's in the observation blister and looks as if it will stay there for a long time. You know, I still don't agree with what you intend doing, but I can understand why you don't want to let it face the Masters alone ... No! You can't take that!"
 
              She was pointing at the image on the Fabricator's drafting screen, and before he could respond she went on vehemently, "You are not allowed to carry weapons. The Federation forbids it in a first-contact situation, and your only hope of surviving this meeting may be to go in unarmed as a demonstration that your intentions are good even though you've stirred up a hornets' nest. Going down there is stupid, anyway!"
 
              Her face was without color, and it was plain that she was desperately afraid that she might never see Martin alive again if he went down there among the Masters. She wanted him to forget all about it, to return with the assignment incomplete and to stay alive, but she knew that he would not do that.
 
              Reassuringly, he said, "I don't expect to use the weapon on anyone. And I'm beginning to understand the setup here at last. I'll be all right; you'll see ..."
 
              Because of the emotional involvement, it was more than two hours before she was properly reassured and fully satisfied in all respects, and Martin was able to collect the Teldin from the observation blister.
 
              He found that the teaching slave had not moved, seemingly, from the position in which Beth had placed it. Remembering the high acuity and light sensitivity of Teldin eyes, Martin could understand why. Not only could it see surface features on the planet below which Martin would have required high magnification to resolve, but from the now-orbiting hypership the number of stars it could see even in this sparsely populated region of the Galaxy must have paralyzed it with wonder. He had to tell Skorta three times that the lander was ready to leave before it responded.
 
              "Having looked upon all this splendor," it said, and its four arms rose and its head bowed in a gesture which was like an act of worship, "how can I go on living as a slave?"
 
-
 
              Martin was not surprised to find that the polar city was bitingly cold, that the level of technology apparent was much higher than that of the valley city they had recently left, and that Skorta, who had been born here, directed the lander to within a few meters of the entrance to the Hall of the Masters. What did surprise him was that the Hall was ablaze with artificial light.
 
              "A courtesy extended to a highly placed slave of a strange Master," said the Teldin. "A slave with imperfect vision. It means nothing more."
 
              The Hall itself was surprisingly small. He thought that the debating chamber of the legendary Camelot might have looked a little like this, except that the Teldin table was horseshoe-shaped rather than round, and partially bridging the open end was a small, square table and a chair. At a slow, measured pace Skorta led him towards them and, when they arrived, it motioned him to stand at one side of chair while it stood on the other side.
 
              "You are in the presence of the Masters of Teldi," it announced, and bowed its head briefly. Martin did the same.
 
              There were several unoccupied spaces around the horseshoe. Before every Master's chair, whether it was occupied or not, the richly embroidered flags were spread so that their emblems hung down from the inside edge of the table. Lying on the flags were the swords of the Masters there present. All of the Masters were adult, some of them looked very old and, so far as Martin could see, they showed no physical signs of the self-indulgence and excesses of beings with ultimate authority over a planet's entire population. And these omniscient, all-powerful rulers of Teldi numbered only seventeen.
 
              He stood silently as the teaching slave was questioned regarding Martin's arrival and his subsequent words and actions by a Teldin whose flag bore the emblem of the Master of Sea and Landborne Communications. He thought that the Master of Education would have been more appropriate until he remembered that that Mastership was vacant and its authority shared by two other Masters on a caretaker basis. This particular Master was about to experience a lesson in communication that it would not soon forget.
 
              They continued to ignore Martin's presence while the teacher described the rockslide and the strange vessel's protective device which had saved the students from certain death.
 
              It's trying to make, a hero of me, Martin thought gratefully. But the interrogator was not impressed.
 
              The Master wanted to know where the students would normally have been had the invitation not been issued. It added, obviously for Martin's benefit, that Skorta was no doubt aware that a slave was the property and sole responsibility of its Master and any wrongdoing on its part should result in the punishment of that Master.
 
              Martin smiled at the thought of these seventeen sword-carrying absolute rulers of Teldi trying to punish the Federation for negligence in his training. But the smile faded when he thought of the Federation's reaction to the news that Teldi held it culpable for his misbehavior.
 
              At times like this, he thought wryly, there was a lot to be said for the life of a happy and obedient slave.
 
              The teacher was concluding its report. It said, "On being told of my instructions to report to the Hall of the Masters as quickly as possible, the stranger offered to take me in its ship. On the way we visited the larger vessel, which had been responsible for shielding the entire city from the Scourge while it was freeing the trapped students. There I spoke to the stranger's life-mate and looked down on Teldi, on all of Teldi, and at the stars."
 
              "That experience," the interrogator said quietly, "we envy you. Do you feel friendship for this stranger?"
 
              "I believe that we feel friendship for each other, Master," Skorta replied.
 
              "Is this the reason why it accompanied you," said the Master, "when you must have explained to it that the safer course would have been to leave this world and its Masters, whom it so grievously insulted?"
 
              "It is," Skorta answered. "The stranger also wished to deliver a message to you from its Masters and would not be dissuaded."
 
              The Master made another untranslatable sound and said, "A staunch friend, perhaps, but undeniably a most presumptuous slave. Why is its Master not present?"
 
              Quickly the teaching slave explained that the stranger's Master was of a different species which breathed an atmosphere noxious to Teldins, and could not speak face to face to any person not of its own species. Skorta ended, "This is the reason the stranger was instructed to land on Teldi as an intermediary."
 
              The interrogator recoiled, as if it had just heard a very dirty word, then went on, "Intermediaries are not to be trusted, ever. Their words are hearsay, untrustworthy, irresponsible, and cause misunderstanding and distress. Only a Master can be believed without doubt or question; that is the Prime Law."
 
              Martin could remain silent no longer. "There were good reasons for the mistrust of hearsay, one thousand one hundred and seventeen of your years ago. But now the Prime Law has become a ritual and a means of enforcing—"
 
              "You stupid, irresponsible slave!" Skorta broke in, shaking with what could only be anger. "Stranger, you insult the Masters as your own Master has already done by thrusting hearsay at them. Be warned. You may not speak to a Master, but if you must speak to clarify some portion of my report you will do so only to me and with the Master's permission."
 
              "No insult was intended," said Martin.
 
              "An insult can be given without intent," the teacher replied more calmly, "because a slave, being a slave, does not properly consider all the possible results of its words or actions."
 
              Martin let his breath out slowly. To Skorta he said, "There are mechanisms on the larger ship which are capable of observing and measuring the movements of the individual pieces of rock and dust which make up the Scourge. I do not know the original reason for your Scourge, but these mechanisms tell me how and when it began, and from this information I have deduced—"
 
              "Silence," said the Master quietly. It did not look at Martin as it went on, "We have no wish to listen to a slave's deductions from hearsay evidence. I have a mind to discuss with you, teacher, matters which will instruct this stranger with complete accuracy ..." It paused and, grasping the hilt of its sword, looked all around the table. "... regarding the Scourge. Since this will involve discussion of the Ultimate Hearsay you, as a slave, may refuse."
 
              The teacher replied slowly, as if performing a spoken ritual. It said, "No slave may know the Ultimate Hearsay. No slave, be it Teldin or other, may instruct a Master. The strange slave may not speak except to me, therefore I shall remain. I do this willingly, and henceforth I accept full responsibility for the results of my words and actions before the other Masters."
 
              Martin almost lost the last few words, because suddenly everyone in the Hall was standing up and reaching for their swords. He wondered sickly whether his Earth-human legs could get him to the entrance before the longer Teldin limbs—including the ones swinging swords—could head him off. His own weapon was still in the backpack, and pitifully inadequate anyway. But the interrogator had swung around and was holding up all four hands palm outwards.
 
              "Hold!" it said. "This matter will be dealt with in proper form when its Symbol has been brought to us. First must come the judgment and ruling on the off-world slave."
 
              "What's going on?" said Beth anxiously. "You said you knew what you were doing and now ... Look, I'm coming down."
 
              "Wait," said Martin, switching out the translator. "The Masters can talk and listen to me through Skorta, and they will tell it things for my benefit which slaves are forbidden to know, because it is curious about me and so are they. The punishment for learning this forbidden knowledge must be severe, yet Skorta seems unafraid. There's something very odd going on here, and I'm beginning to wonder if ..."
 
              Martin broke off because the interrogator was talking, again. In calm, emotionless tones it was fleshing it out, adding depth and a human, or at least Teldin, dimension to the catastrophe which had smashed their technologically advanced culture flat and returned its people to their equivalent of the dark ages.
 
-
 
              Up until one thousand one hundred and seventeen years ago Teldi had had a satellite, an airless body rich in the mineral resources which had become so depleted on the mother world. The moon had been colonized many centuries earlier and, because it had been given the best that the mother planet could give in the form of its keenest young minds and technical resources, the colony became more technologically advanced than its parent. Its people remade their lifeless world, scattering its surface with domed cities and farms and burrowing deeply towards the still-hot core. They became self-sufficient, justifiably proud and independent, and finally an armed threat.
 
              But it was not a nuclear attack which destroyed Teldi's moon, the Master insisted. It had been a catastrophe deep inside the moon, associated with experiments on a new power source, which had detonated the satellite like a gigantic bomb.
 
              On Teldi they watched their moon fly slowly apart, and they knew that if one of the larger pieces were to crash into their planet it would tear through the crust into the underlying core stuff—and in the resulting planetary upheaval all life on Teldi would be wiped out. However, they had maintained in a state of instant readiness a tremendous arsenal of nuclear weapons capable of reaching their newly disintegrated moon, and large numbers of these were hastily re-programmed to intercept the larger masses of lunar material heading toward them and to blast them into smaller and much less devastating pieces.
 
              Many of these relatively small pieces fell on Teldi, and in the resulting devastation more than a quarter of the planetary population lost their lives, but the threat had been neutralized—for the time being. Computations made on the paths of the remaining large pieces of the satellite clearly indicated that the mother world was still in danger. There was a very high probability that world-wrecking collisions would take place on an average of three times every century. The planet's long-term survival depended on the Teldins' reducing the size of these future world-wreckers in the same way as they had dealt with the first ones.
 
              In spite of the highest priority given to missile production and the development of more effective warheads, and to the manned missions which visited the larger bodies to plant charges designed to blow them virtually to dust, progress was desperately slow. Large meteors continued to fall which all too often demolished key missile production or launching installations.
 
              For this reason it required close on fifty years for the project to reach completion—in that there were no longer any bodies in Teldi's path capable of destroying the planet, and no missiles left to send against them if there had. Their moon had been reduced and scattered into a nearly homogenous cloud of meteorite material, most of which circled the planet or fell steadily onto, its surface.
 
              The Scourge had come.
 
              No fabrication or person could live on or above the surface of Teldi for more than a few dozen revolutions without the certainty of damage, injury, or death. The remnants of the technology which had survived long enough to save them was eroded away or hammered flat by the Scourge. Their once-great civilization was reduced to ruins, its population decimated and driven slowly back towards the level of their savage, cave-dwelling pre-history—but not all the way back.
 
              They had been able to survive in their caves, mines, and underground missile installations and extend them into subsurface cities. They had farmed because the Scourge could not kill every plant and tree, and they had built protected road systems and kept as much as was useful of the old knowledge alive and stored the rest. But the chief reason for their continued survival as a culture had been that increasing numbers of the frightened and despairing population placed themselves under the protection and orders of the Military Masters.
 
              It was in the nature of things that saviors became masters, and it had been all too easy for the system to perpetuate itself when the Masters had the respect as well as the obedience of their slaves, as well as a large measure of control over their thinking—including the habit of distrust, which was instilled from birth.
 
              For there had been a few moments' warning of the destruction of their satellite, time enough for the mother world to be told it was about to be obliterated because someone had been too stupidly trusting—someone had accepted as fact something which should have been doubted and rechecked—and for this error Teldi had been lashed by the Scourge for more than a thousand years. And the reason for their fanatical distrust, Martin thought, as the Master ended its history lesson, was now all too obvious.
 
              If only the Masters had not enslaved the population while they were doing it, and made knowledge available only to a favored, high-ranking few ...
 
              "In every society there must be persons with authority and responsibility in charge," Skorta said suddenly, making Martin realize that he had been so affected by the Master's history lesson that he had been thinking aloud. "No mechanism should be overloaded by a responsible owner. But you have been to my school, Martin, and you know that in practice every person is given a little more knowledge than it needs, in the hope that it will evince a desire for more. Naturally, it is not given more until it has shown that it is capable of using responsibly the knowledge it already possesses."
 
              "I begin to understand," said Martin. "The instructions of my Master were that I—"
 
              "Please inform this slave," the interrogator broke in, "that the instructions of its absent Master mean nothing to us. There are three instances of recorded hearsay describing the landing on Teldi of mechanisms which spoke our language and tried to show us great wonders projected into the empty air around them before they were destroyed. Our reply was that we would accept no communication unless it was delivered to us in person by a responsible Master. This slave is not a responsible person, its presence before us is an insult, and I cannot understand its Master's purpose in sending it here when that Master is fully aware of the situation.
 
              "We are not yet decided what to do with this slave," the Master went on. "Should it be punished physically as a child is for persistent disobedience, or merely returned to its Master who will not act like a Master?"
 
              Martin swallowed, thinking that a spanking from one of the overlarge Teldins would not be a pleasant experience either physically or mentally. He was also thinking about the tutor on Fomalhaut Three, who was most certainly aware of the problem, and Martin had been given full responsibility for its solution. He could run away or try to solve the problem—the decision was his alone. He swore under his breath. He was beginning to view the tutor, the Teldin Masters, and even himself in a new light.
 
              "Before this decision is made," he said to the teacher, "is it permitted that I discuss with you, my friend and equal, my instructions regarding—"
 
              "Martin," said the Teldin, "I am no longer your equal."
 
              His first feeling was one of betrayal. He wondered if Skorta had been as honest with him as it had seemed. But then he remembered some of the things it had said on the way to the city, in the school, and on board the hypership. Skorta had come across as an intelligent, liberal-minded, responsible, and perhaps potentially rebellious slave who did not mind talking a little hearsay or thinking for itself. To him, it had appeared to be a truly civilized and cultured being who was fighting its slavehood and beginning to win.
 
              And now, Martin saw with a sudden flood of understanding, the fight was over.
 
              "Your bio-telltales are going mad!" said Beth, sounding both angry and frightened. "Pulse-rate and blood pressure are 'way up and your ... Dammit, are you getting ready to do something stupid?"
 
              There was no need to answer her, because she would see and hear everything. He moistened his lips and for the first time he turned to address the assembled Masters of Teldi directly.
 
              "I have considered this matter fully and the possible consequences of making my decision," he said, "and I wish to be once again the equal of my friend."
 
              For several interminable seconds there was neither sound nor motion in the hall. Then the teacher walked slowly to an empty place at the horseshoe table and turned to face him, leaving Martin' alone beside the Table of Interrogation. All sound and motion ceased again, and even Beth seemed to be holding her breath. He thought of asking permission for what he was about to do, then decided against it.
 
              Asking permission was for slaves.
 
              He removed and opened his backpack and spread the Federation flag across the table so that the silver and black emblem hung over the outer edge in plain sight of the Masters. Then he withdrew the weapon, the scaled-down replica of the Master of Education's sword he had seen at the school, and which had also been fabricated on the hypership, and laid it on top of the flag. The hilt, which also bore the Federation symbol, lay towards him. Then he folded his arms.
 
              The Masters arose and seventeen hands went to the hilts of their swords. But this time the Master of Sea and Landborne Communications did not call a halt, as it had done in the case of Skorta, the one-time teaching slave, because the interrogator was grasping its sword, too. Martin swallowed as seventeen swords were raised to Teldin shoulder height and held at full extension with their seventeen points directed unswervingly at his face.
 
              "Will the new Master-Elect of Education," said the interrogator, "please join the off-world would-be Master and guide it in the traditional acts and response."
 
              Now I'm committed, thought Martin, but to what? The interrogator was speaking again.
 
              "Do you accept sole and undivided responsibility for your words and actions, and omissions of words or actions, and the results thereof? Do you accept such responsibility for your property, whether animate or inanimate, its efficient working, its proper maintenance, training, feeding, and conduct towards the property of other Masters? Do you accept as your own responsibility the results of the conduct or misconduct of all such property, and will you reward, correct, or chastise the property committing such acts? Will you strive always to increase the efficiency, well-being, and intelligence of all your animate property in the hope that they will one day become capable of accepting the ultimate responsibility of a Master? As the bearer of ultimate responsibility, do you agree to defend with your life your person, property, and decisions and if, in the judgment of your fellow Masters, your actions and decisions threaten harm in large measure to your own or the property of others, that you will forfeit your life?"
 
              Martin felt perspiration trickling from his armpits and he knew that if his arms had not been folded tightly across his chest, his hands would have been trembling.
 
              "Consider carefully, off world friend," said the new Master-Elect, who was again standing beside him. "An impulsive decision does not impress them, even though the impulse was of friendship and loyalty. If you withdraw now your punishment will probably be a token one, possibly banishment from Teldi society and removal of Masters' protection, neither of which will inconvenience you greatly."
 
              Martin cleared his throat. He said, "The decision was carefully considered and is not based solely on sentiment. I am not stupid, but I have been confused by your Master-slave relationship on Teldi, and by the true nature and function of the Masters. I am confused no longer.
 
              The swords were still pointing at him, so steadily that he could almost imagine that the scene was a still photograph, when Skorta spoke again.
 
              "Raise your sword and hold it vertically with the base of the hilt resting upon your flag," it said. "Support the sword in the vertical position by pressing the palm of your hand against the tip. You will exert sufficient pressure for the tip to draw blood. You will then speak the words 'I accept the duties and responsibilities of a Master,' after which you will replace the sword and self-administer the appropriate medication to the wounded hand and await the response of the Masters."
 
              He nearly fumbled it, because the height of the Table of Interrogation made it necessary for him to stand on tiptoe to press downwards against the point of the sword, so that the tip slipped from his palm and jabbed into the fleshy pad at the base of his thumb. But he was so relieved that the sword did not go skidding onto the floor that he scarcely felt the pain, even when the blood trickled slowly down the blade.
 
              As steadily as he could, Martin said, "I accept the duties and responsibilities of a Master."
 
              The swords were still pointing at him while he replaced his on the flag and slapped an adhesive dressing onto his hand. Then one of the swords swept upwards to point at the ceiling. Another followed suit, then another and another until all were raised, then all seventeen swords were lowered and replaced on their Masters' flags.
 
              Skorta bowed gravely and said, "The election was unanimous, off-world Master. You may speak to us now, and everything you say will be accepted as factual if you say that it is, and any demonstrations by mechanisms operated by you will be given similar credence. If your words or actions prove false or inaccurate you will, of course, be answerable to your fellow Masters."
 
              "I understand," said Martin, as he removed the tri-di projector from his pack. "What if the vote had not been unanimous? Would I have had to fight?"
 
              "Only as a last resort," the Teldin replied, "and after many days debating other and non-violent solutions. There are never enough Masters on Teldi, Martin. The senior slaves who become eligible for Mastership and are encouraged to apply are far too intelligent to want the heavy responsibility involved. But there are an occasional few who, like ourselves, are overtaken by a strange irrationality which makes us find rewards in performing thankless tasks and ... You are ready to begin?"
 
              "I am ready," said Martin.
 
              He waited until Skorta had returned to its place at the big table, then announced that he would describe and depict the events which had occurred on his own home planet, Earth, when it had been contacted by the Galactic Federation and its people offered Citizenship. Indicating the entrance and wall facing the big table, he started the projector. He heard the Masters making untranslatable noises as, in spite of the hall lighting, there appeared a volume of blackness of apparently endless depth.
 
              The show began ...
 
              Earth had been contacted because within a few centuries it would perish of starvation, war, and disease.
 
              He showed the arrival of the Federation transporters in Earth orbit, a ring of gigantic matter transmitters which arched across the night sky like an enormous jewelled necklace, and some of the great, white cubical buildings which appeared overnight close to every town and city. These were the Galactic Federation Examination and Induction Centers, and into them went the people of Earth to be rejected as Undesirable, or accepted as Citizens, or classified as non-Citizens requiring further examination and training.
 
              "But you're telling them everything!" Beth's voice sounded anxiously in his ear-piece. "Our tutor might not want that. Or don't you care anymore?"
 
              "I care," said Martin. "But I'm not sure what our tutor expects of me. If it had wanted me to do or not do something it should have been more specific, instead of simply telling me that the Teldi situation was my responsibility. And I do care about these people, too much to be dishonest with them."
 
              "This Master business," said Beth quietly, "you're taking it very seriously."
 
              "Yes," he said, then added quickly, "No more talking, the next bit could be tricky ..."
 
              The people of Earth, like every other planetary population offered citizenship, had been screened and divided into three categories, the Citizens, the non-Citizens, and the Undesirables. The majority of applicants were successful and became Citizens, to move to the Federation World to begin a life in which their potentialities could be fully realized free of personal, political, and economic pressures. In the Federation citizens were not forced to do anything, because the type of people who would use such force were excluded as Undesirables.
 
              Beings who sought power for its own sake remained on their home worlds as wolves who no longer had sheep on which to prey, and Martin emphasized the fact that on the new world the leaders were shepherds. But the Masters were becoming restive at the idea that they might be considered undesirable.
 
              He went on quickly, "Unlike the Citizens, the non-Citizens obey orders and have to submit to training. Even though they comprise many different species with great variation in intelligence and ability, they are vital to the functioning of the Galactic Federation, and they have the option of becoming Citizens in time. They are—"
 
              "Slaves," said one of the Masters.
 
              "Why must these beings leave their home planets to become Citizens?" asked another before Martin could reply to the first. "And are these new worlds suited to their needs?"
 
              What is a slave, wondered Martin. Aloud, he said, "There is only one world. Observe!"
 
              In the projection the sky blazed with stars—singly, in clusters, and in great, swirling eddies—and so dense was the starfield that it was difficult to find even a tiny area which was dark. Except, that was, for one area in the center, where there hung an enormous, black, and featureless shape, the shape reproduced on the Federation emblem.
 
              "This," said Martin; trying to hold his voice steady, "is the Federation World."
 
              It was a hollow body, he explained as simply as he could, made from material which had comprised the planets of this and many other solar systems, and it contained the intelligent beings of over two hundred different species who were presently members of the Federation. This superworld enclosed the system's sun and used its output for light, heat, and as a power source for its soil synthesizers. The interior surface area was vast beyond imagining. The projected future populations of all the intelligent species in the Galaxy would never overcrowd this world.
 
              As the diagrams and sharply detailed pictures flashed into view, Martin tried to describe the awful immensity of the Federation World, its topography and environmental variations, its incredibly advanced technology. But one of the Masters was waving for attention.
 
              "Since the Scourge returned us to the dark ages, Teldi has nothing to offer," it said. "Yet you are considering us for citizenship of this ... this ... Why, stranger?"
 
              Martin was silent, remembering his own reaction on first seeing the Federation World. The Masters had had enough superscience and frontal assaults on the feelings of superiority for one day. He softened his tone.
 
              "The Federation accepts all levels of technical and cultural development," he said. "Its purpose is to seek out the intelligent races of the Galaxy and bring them to a place of safety before they perish in their own effluvia or some other natural or unnatural catastrophe befalls them. On this world they will grow in knowledge and intermingle and, in the fullness of time, the combined intelligence of this future Federation will' be capable of achievements unimaginable even to the most advanced minds among its present-day Citizens. It will be a slow, natural process, however, free of any kind of force or coercion. And while the Citizens are climbing to the scientific, philosophical, and cultural heights, they must be protected."
 
              He cancelled the projection, and for a long time nothing was said. They were all staring at his flag, at the black diamond on a silver field which was the Federation emblem, but still seeing the tremendous reality which it represented. Perhaps he had shown them too much too soon, and had succeeded only in giving them an inferiority complex from which they would never recover. But these were the top people on Teldi and they had earned their positions by rising through the ranks. They were tough, honest, and adaptable, and Martin thought they could take it.
 
              It was the interrogator who found its voice first. "You came here to judge us on our suitability or otherwise for citizenship of this ... this Galactic Federation. We may not wish to join, stranger, but we would be interested in hearing your verdict."
 
              To tough, honest, and adaptable, add proud and independent. Now he knew what he had to do.
 
              Before he could reply, the Master-Elect of Education walked slowly to his side. It was staring down at the Federation flag and not at Martin as it said, "Martin, this is important. If your pronouncement is open to discussion and subsequent modification, touch the hilt of your sword as you speak. If it is your own unalterable decision which you will defend, if necessary, with your life, you will grasp the hilt firmly and hold the weapon in a defensive position."
 
              "They're still in a state of shock," said Beth in the angry, despairing tone of one who knows that good advice is being ignored, "And there are no guards on the door. Run!"
 
              "No," said Martin stubbornly. Through the translator he went on, "Before I deliver my judgment I must first draw analogies with the systems which govern Teldi and the Federation.
 
              "Undesirables, trouble-makers, the power-seekers are rendered impotent and ignored," he went on. "The Citizens are free and protected, and the non-Citizens do the hard but interesting work associated with the maintenance of the World's systems and on-going projects. This work is not forced on them, and the reason they do it is two-fold. They feel a self-imposed responsibility in the matter and they, regardless of their species or level of intelligence or competence, belong to that group of restless and adventurous entities who are not sure that the protected life of a Citizen is for them. They are the errand boys, the servants, the slaves of the Federation, save only in the area of responsibility."
 
              Around the horseshoe table hands were twitching restively towards their swords, but Martin did not touch the hilt of his own. Not yet.
 
              "On Teldi," he went on, "the system of government and the general display of mistrust were initially abhorrent to me, as was the tight mental control which apparently was being imposed by the Masters. But the reason for the mistrust and the insistence that hearsay be vouched for by a highly responsible person, a Master, became plain when I learned of the original cause of the Scourge. Regarding the control of imparted knowledge, I learned that much of the forbidden hearsay was available to low-level slaves trying for higher positions. But few feel impelled to accept the ultimate responsibility. There are never enough Masters on Teldi.
 
              "I also discovered," Martin continued, still keeping his hand well away from the sword, "that the slaves of Teldi are, in spite of its low-level technology, the most self-motivated, independent, self-reliant, and widely trained group of beings that I have ever experienced or learned of through hearsay.
 
              "There is no necessity for the level to remain low if the Scourge was removed," he went on, hoping that the unsteadiness in his voice would not be apparent in translation. "I am not a Master of the mechanisms which can do this work, nor have I any direct knowledge of the length of time required, other than that it will take many of your years. But the Scourge can be removed and you would be able to build again on the surface, and travel in safety, and grow ..."
 
              Martin broke off because he was talking to a three-dimensional picture again—there was absolute stillness in the room.
 
              Slowly and deliberately he reached forward and gripped the hilt of the sword, then lifted it into a defensive position, diagonally across his chest.
 
              Had he misjudged them? Was he about to misjudge them again?
 
              He said gravely, "If the Federation was to set up examination and induction centers on Teldi at this time there would be very few beings judged Undesirable, and few also who would be accepted as Citizens. The great majority would be deemed unsuitable for the Federation World. I will explain."
 
              The Masters were either touching or gripping the hilts of their swords now. Like the slave population of Teldi, they were proud, independent, self-reliant, and fantastically caring for the property from out of which they had risen to become Masters. Any criticism of that property was a personal insult to them.
 
              "Teldi is a special case," Martin went on. "On Teldi it is said that there are never enough Masters, never enough able slaves willing to accept the crushing responsibility Mastership entails. In the Federation it is likewise said that there are never enough non-Citizens, and for very similar reasons: because the qualities required for the job are rare. It is my judgment that Teldins are not now and will probably never be suitable for Galactic Citizenship.
 
              "It is my decision," he said in conclusion, "that the Scourge be removed and your world left alone for at least three of your generations. And it is my confident expectation that when the Federation next contacts you it will make a unique and most valuable discovery: a planetary population which is composed entirely of non-Citizens ready to assume extra-planetary duties and responsibilities."
 
              The Masters were sitting still and silent, and suddenly Martin knew why.
 
              "My arrival on Teldi was not a secret one," he said, lowering his sword and placing it on the Federation flag. As he resumed speaking, he slowly rolled the weapon in the cloth. "As a result, much hearsay will arise and more slaves will be impelled to rise to Mastership when they realize what was and will again be possible for Teldins. There is something I would like to leave with you, with your permission ..."
 
              He walked slowly towards Skorta with the flag-wrapped sword held before him in both hands, then proffered it to the Teldin. Behind and around him he could hear the movements of Masters getting to their feet and the soft, rustling sounds of metal scraping against fabric, but he did not look aside.
 
              "Martin," said the Teldin, taking the sword from him, "I am honored to accept the additional responsibilities of Master of Off-World Affairs and I, and my successors, will respect and promulgate the knowledge you have given us."
 
              It did not say anything else and neither did the other Masters, but as Martin, turned and began walking towards the entrance they remained standing, silent, motionless, and with their swords held high in salute until he had passed from sight.
 
              On Teldi, silence was approval. It meant that there was no dissenting voice.!
 
 
 
The End
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