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LAME Clay Harbank, if-:
you will, for what hap-
- pened at Station 563 of
the Sirius Sector; or blame Wil-.
liam Peterborough, whom we.
called the Kid. I blame no one.
But I am a Dorsai man, :
The trouble began the day
the kid joined the station, with -
his quick hands and his gambler’s
mind, and found that Clay, alone
of all the men there, would
not gamble with him--for all that
he claimed to having been a gam-
bling man himself. And so it ran
on for four years of service to-
gether. ‘ h
But the beginning of the end
was the day they came off shift
together. o
They had been out on a duty
circuit of the frontier station that

" housed the twenty of us—search-

ing the outer ‘bubble for signs of
blows or leaks. It’s a slow two
hour tramp, that duty, even out-
side the station on the surface of

. the asteroid where there’s no

gravity to speak of. We, in the
recreation room, off duty, could
tell by the sound of their voices
as the inner port sucked open
and the clanging clash of them
removing their spacesuits  came,
echoing to us along the metal
corridor, that the Kid had been
needling Clay through the whole -
tour. S

“Anocther day,” came the Kid's

voice, “another fifty credits. And ~~
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how's the piggy bank coming
" along, Clay?”

HERE was a slight pause, and

_ I could see Clay carefully
" controlling his features and his
voice. Then his pleasant baritone,
softened by the burr of his Tar-

. susian accent, came smoothly to
us.

“Like a gentleman, Kid,” he
answered. “He never overeats and
so he runs no danger of indiges-
tion.”

It was a neat answer, based on
the fact that the Kid’s own serv-
ice account was swollen with his
winnings from the rest of the
crew. But the Kid was too thick-
skinned for rapier thrusts. He
laughed; and they finished re-
moving their equipment and came
on into the recreation room.

They made a striking picture
as they entered, for they were

- enough alike to be brothers—al-
though father and son would have
been a more likely relationship,
-considering the difference in their
ages. Both were tall, dark, wide-
shouldered men with lean faces, .
but experience  had weathered
the softer lines from Clay’s face
and drawn thin parentheses about
the corners of his mouth. There
were other differences, too: but
you could see in the Kid the
youth that Clay had been, and in
Clay the man that the de would
.some day be.
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“Hi, Clay,” I said.

“Hello, Mort,” he said, sitting

down beside me. )

“Hi, Mort,” said the Kid.

I ignored him; and for a mo-
ment he tensed, I could see the
anger flame up in the ebony
depths of his black pupils under
the heavy eyebrows. He was a big
man; but I come from the Dorsai
Planets and a Dorsai man fights
to the death, if he fights at all.
And, in consequence, among our-
selves, we of Dorsai are a polite
people.

But politeness was wasted on

_ the Kid—as was Clay’s delicate

irony. With men like the Kid,
you have to use a club.
We were in bad shape. The

twenty of us at Frontier Station o

363, on the periphery of the hu-
man area just beyond Sirius, had
gone sour, and half the men had
applications in for transfer. The
trouble between Clay and the
Kid was splitting the station wide
open.

We were all in the Frontier
Service for money; that was the
root of the trouble, Fifty credits
a day is good pay—but you have
to sign up for a ten year hitch.
You can buy yourself out—but
that costs a hundred thousand.
Figure it out for yourself, Nearly
six years if you saved every penny
you got. So most go in with the
idea of staying the full decade.

That was Clay’s idea. He had

gambled most of his life away.
He had won and lost several

fortunes. Now he was getting old -

and tired and he wanfed to go

" back—to Lulungomeena, on the

little planet of Tarsus, which was
the place he had come from as a
young man,

But he was through with gam-
bling. He said money made that

way never stuck, but ran away

again like quicksilver. So he drew
his pay and banked it,

But the Kid was out for a
killing. Four years of play with

~ the rest of the crew had given

him more than enough to buy his
way out and leave him a nice

. stake. And perhaps he would have

done just that, if it hadn’t been
that the Service account of Clay’s
drew him like an El Dorado, He

] - could not go off and leave it. So

he stayed with the outfit, rid-
ing the older man unmercifully.

E harped continually on two

themes. He pretended to dis-
believe that Clay had ever been
a gambler; and he derided Lu-
lungomeena, Clay’s birthplace:
the older man's goal and dream,
and the one thing he could be
drawn into talk about. For, to
Clay, Lulungomeena was beau-
tiful, the most wonderful spot in
the . Universe;' and with an old

. man’s sick longing for home, he
. could not help saying so.

““Mort,” said the Kid, igrioring
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the rebuff and sitting down be-

side us, “what’s a Hixabrod like?” "

My club had not worked so’
well, after all. Perhaps, I, too,
was slipping. Next to Clay, I was -
the oldest man on the crew, which ~ -
was why we were close friends.
I scowled at the Kid.

“Why?” 1 asked.

“We're having one for a visi- .
tor,” he said.

Immediately, all talk around
the recreation room ceased and
all attention was focused on the:

. Kid. All aliens had to clear
. through a station like ours when
they crossed the frontier from

one of the other great galactic
power groups into human terri-
tory. But isolated as Station 563
was, it was seldom an alien-came

'our way, and when one did, 1t

wasg an occasion.
Even Clay succumbed to the
general interest. “I didn’t know

. that,” he said. “How’d you ﬁnd
out?”

“The notice came in over the
receiver when - you were down.
checking the atmosphere plant,”
answered the Kid with a careless
wave of his hand. “I’d already

filed it when you came up.

What'll he be like, Mort?” .

I had knocked around more
than any of them—even Clay.
This was my second stretch in

the Service. I remembered back
. about twenty years to the Dene-.

bian Trouble.
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| “Stif as a poker,” I said.

“Proud as Lucifer, honest as sun-
light and tight as a camel on his-
way through the eye of a needle.
Soit of a humanoid, but with a

face like a collie dog. You know .

the Hixabrodian reputation, don’t
you?” .
Somebody at the back of the

crowd said no, although they may

have been doing it just to humeor
me. Like Clay with his Lulungo-
meena, old age was making me
garrulous.

“Theyre the first and only
mercenary ambassadors in the
known Universe,” 1 said. “A
Hixabrod can be hired, but he
can't be influenced, bribed or
forced to come up with anything
but the cold truth—and, brother,
it’'s cold the way a Hixabrod
serves it up to you. That’s why
- they’re so much in demand. If

any kind of political - disput‘e:

coines up, from planetary to in:
ter-alien power group
both sides have to hire a Hixa-
brod to'represent them- in the
. discussions. That way they know
the other side is being honest with
them. The opposing Hixabred is
a living guarantee of that.”

“He sounds good,” said the
Kid. “What say we get together
and throw him a good - dinner
during his twenty-four hour stop-
over?”
©. “You won't get much in the
“way. of thanks from him,” I

levels,
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grunted “They aren’t built that
way.”

“Let’s do it anyway,” said the.

Kid. “Be a little excitement for
a change.”

MURMUR of approval ran
‘through the room. I was out-
voted. Even Clay liked the idea.
“Hixabrods eat what we eat,
don’t they?” asked the Kid, mak-
ing plans. “Okay, then, soups,
salad, meats, champagne and

brandy—" he ran on, ticking the -

"items off on his fingers. For a

moment, his enthusiasm had us
all with him. But then, just at
the end, he couldn’t resist getting
in one more dig at Clay. :
“Oh, yes,” he finished, “and for
entertainment, you can tetl him
about Lulungomeena, Clay.”

Clay winced—not -obviously,

but we all saw a shadow cross

“his face. Lulungomeena on Tar-
- sus, his birthplace, held the same
_sort of obsession for him that his

Service account held for the Kid;
but he could not help being aware
that he was prone to let his tongue
run away on the subject of its

‘beauty. For it was where he be-

longed, in the stomach-twisting,
throat-aching. way that somsé-
times only talk can relieve.

. I was a Dorsai man and older
than the rest. I understood. No
one should make fun of the bond
tying a man to his home world.
It is as real as it is intangible,

-

" And to joke about it-is cruel.

But the Kid was too young to
know that vet. He was fresh from
Earth—Earth, where none of the
rest of us had been, yet which,
hundreds of years before, had
been the-origin of us all. He was
eager and strong and contemptu-
ous of emotion. He saw, as the
rest of us recognized also, that
Clay’s tendency to let his talk
wander ever to the wonder of
Lulungomeena was the first slight
crack in what had once been a

- man of unflawed steel, It was the

first creeping decay of age.

But, unlike the rest of us, who
- hid our boredom out of sym-

pathy, the Kid saw here a chance

© “to break Clay and his resolution
i to do no more gambling. So he

struck out constantly at this one
spot so deeply vital that Clay’s
self-possession was no defense.

Now, at this last blow, the
little fires of anger gathered in
the older man’s eyes.

“That’s enough,” he said
harshly.” “Leave Lulungomeena
out of the discussion.”

“I'm willing to,” said the Kid..
“But somehow you keep remind-
ing me of it. That and the story
that you once were a gambler. If

i~ you won't prove the last one,

how can you expect me to be-
lieve all you say about the first?”

The veins stood out on Clay’s

forehead; but he controlled him-
self

LupuuéomeNA,

. to get.”

“I've told you a . thousand
times,” he said between his teeth,.
“Money made by gambling
doesn’t stick. You’ll find that out
for yourself one of these days.”

“Words,” said the Kid airily.
“Only words.” .

For a second, Clay stood star-' -

_ing - whitely- at him, not even
breathing. I don’t know if the °

Kid realized his danger or cared,
but I didn’t breathe, either, until
Clay’s chest expanded and he
turned abruptly and walked out
of the recreation room. We heard
his bootsteps die away down the
corridor toward his room in the -
dormitory section.

ATER, I braced the Kid about

it. It was his second shift
time, when most of the men in
the recreation room had to go on -
duty. I ran the Kid to the ground

in the galley where he was fixing

himself a sandwich. He looked
up, a little startled, more than a -
little on the defensive, as I came
in.

“Oh, hi, Mort,” he said with a

- pretty good imitation of casual-

ness. “What'’s up?”

“You,” I told him. “Are you
looking for a fight with Clay?”

“No,” he drawled with his
mouth full. “I- wouldn't exactly
say that.”

“Well, that’s what you're liable ~

“Look, Mort,” he Sald,~' and
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"then paused until he had swal-
lowed. “Don’t you think Clay’'s

self?”

I felt a slight and not unpleas-
ant shiver fun down between my
shoulder-blades and my eyes be-
gan to grow hot. It was my
Dorsai blood again. It must have
showed on my face, for the Kid,
who had been sitting negligently
on one edge of the galley table,
- got up in a hurry.

“Hold on, Mort,” he said.
“Nothing personal.”

I féught the old feeling down
and said as calmly as I could,
“I just dropped by to tell you
something. Clay has been around
a lot longer than you have. I'd
advise you to lay off him.”

“Afraid he'll get hurt?”

“No,” I answered. “P'm afraid
you will.”

The Kid snorted with sudden
laughter, half choking on his
. sandwich. “Now I get it. You
think I'm too young to take care
of-myself.”

“Something like that, but not
the way you think. I want to tell
you something about yourself and
~ you don’t have to say. whether
I'm right or Wrong—-'you’ll let me
 know without words.”

“Hold it,” he said, turning red

7 “T didn’t come out here to get -

 psyched.”
“You'll get it just the same.
" And it’s not for you only-—ﬂ:’s_for
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old -enough to look after him-

\

ail of us, because men thrown
together as closely as we are

choose up sides whenever there’s

conflict, and that’s as dangerous
for the rest of us as it is for you.”
“Then the rest of you can
stay out of it.”
“We can't,” I said. “What af-
fects one of us affects us all
Now I'll tell you what you’re

doing. You came out here ex-

pecting to find glamor and ex-
citement. You found monotony
and boredom instead, not realiz-
ing that that’s what space is like
almost all the time.”

E picked up his coffee con-

tainer. “And now you'll say
I'm trying to create my own ex-
citement at Clay’s expense. Isn’t
that the standard line?”

“l wouldn’t know; I'm not go-
ing to .use it, because that’s not
how I see what you're doing,
Clay is adult enough to stand the

monotony and boredom if they'll

get him what he wants, He’s also
learned how to live with others
and with himself. He doesn’t have
to prove himself by beating down
somebody exther half or twice his
age. ”

~ He took a drink and set the
container down on the table. “And
I do?”

“All youngsters do. It’s their
way of experimenting with their
potentialities and relationships
with other peopie. When they find

GALAXY SCIENCE FICTION

that out, they can give it up—

" they’re mature then-— although

some never do. I think you will,
eventually. The sooner 'you stop
doing it here, though, the better
it'll be for you and us.”

“And if I don’t?” he chal-
lenged. '

“This isn’t college back on
Earth or some other nice, safe
home planet, where hazing can
be a nuisance, but where it’s pos-
-sible to escape it by going some-
where else. There isn’t any ‘some-
-where else’ here. Unless the one
doing the hazing sees how reckless
and dangerous it 4s, the one get-
ting hazed takes it as long as he

- - can—and then something hap-
_penS-” N

“So it’s Clay you’re really wor-
ried about, after all.”

“Look, get it through vyour
skull. Clay’s a man and he’s been
through worse than this before.
You haven’t. If anybody’s going
to get hurt, it’ll be youw.”

He lauglied and headed for the

. corridor door. He was still laugh-

ing as it slammed behind him. 1
Iet him go. There’s no use push-
ing a bluff after it’s failed to
work.

HE next day, the Hixabrod -
came. His name was Dor -

Lassos. He was typical of his
race, taller than the tallest of us

by half a head, with a light green’

skin . gnd - that impassive Hixa-
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brodian canine face,

I missed his actual arrival, be-
ing up in the observation tower
checking meteor paths. The sta-
tion itself was well protected, but
some of the ships coming in from
time to time could have gotten in
trouble with a few of the larger
ones that slipped by us at inter:
vals in that particular sector. .
When I did get free, Dor Lassos
had already been assigned to his
quarters and the time of official
welcoming was over. ‘

I went down to see him any-

how on the off-chance that we

had mutual acquaintances either
among his race or mine. Both of
our peoples are few . enough in
number, God knows, so the pos--
sibility wasn’t too far-fetched.

" And, like Clay, I yearned for any-

thing connected with my home, -
“Wer velt d’hatchen, Hixa-

brod—" I began, walking into his

apartment—and stopped short.
"The Kid was there, He looked -

at me with an odd express:on -

on his face.
“Do you speak Hixabrodian?”

. he asked incredulously.

I nodded. I h3d learned it on
extended duty during the Dene-
bian ’Frouble. Then I remembered -
my manners and turned back to
the Hixabrod; but he was al-
ready started on his answer. =

“En gles Ter, I tu, Dorsaiven,””
returned the collie face, expres-
sionlessly. “Da “Tramgen lang. -
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Met zurres nebent?”

“Em getluc, Me mi
fene! Nono ne—ves luc Les Las-
- sos?”

He shook his head.

Well, it had been a shot in the
dark anyway. There was only the
faintest chance that he had known
- our.old interpreter at the time of

the Denebian Trouble. The Hixa-
" brods have no family system of

- nomenclature. They take their

names from the names of older
Hixabrods they admire -or like. I
bowed . politely to him -and left.

. It was not until later that it
- occurred to me to wonder what
in the Universe the Kid could
find to talk about with a Hixa-
brod.

ACTUALLY. was worried

about Clay. Since my. bluff
with the Kid had failed, I
thought I might perhaps try with
Clay himself. At first I waited
for an opportune moment to
* turn up; but following the last
_ argument with the Kid, he’d been

. sticking to his quarters I finally

scrapped the casual® approach and
went to see hin®

I found him in his quarters,
reading. It was a little shqckmg'
to find that tall, still athletic fig-
ure in a dressing gown like an old
man, cyes shaded by the lean
. fingers of one long hand, poring

~over the little glow of a scanner
. with the lines unreeling before his
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eyes. But he locked up as I came
in, and the smile on his face was
the smile I had grown familiar
with over four years of- close
living together.

“What’s that?”" I asked nod-
ding at the book scanner.

He set it down  and the little ‘

light went out, the lines stopped
unreeling.

“A bad novel,” he said, smiling,
“by a poor author. But fhey’re
both Tarsusian.”

- I took the chair he had in-
dicated. “Mind if T speak straight
out, Clay?”

“Go ahead,” he invited.

“The Kid,” I said bluntly.
“And you. The two of you can’t
go .on this way.”

“Well, old fire-eater,” answered
Clay lightly, “what’ve you got to
suggest?”’

“Two things. And 1 want you
to think both of them over care-
fully before answering. First, we
see if we can’t get up -a nine-

‘tenths majority here in the sta-

tion and petition him- out as in-
‘compatible.”

LAY slowly shook his head.
“We can’t do that, Mort.”

“I think I can get the signa--
tures if I ask it,” I said. “Every-
body’s pretty tired of him . . .
They'd come across.”

“It’s not that and you know
it,” said Clay. “Transfer by peti-
tion isn’t supposed to be, preju-

. dicial, but you and I know 1t is.
He’d be switched to some hard-
case station, get'in worse trouble
there, and end up in a penal post
generally shot to hell. He'd know

hate us for the rest of his life.”

“What of it? Let -him hate us.”

“I'm a Tarsusian. It'd bother
me and I couldn’t do it.”

“All right,” I said. “Dropping
that, then, you've got nearly
seven years in, total, and half the
funds you need to buy out. I've
got nearly enough saved, in spite
of myself, to make up the rest.
In addition, for your retirement,
I'll sign over to you my pay for
the three years F've got left. Take
that and get out of the Service.
It isn’t what you figured on hav-
ing, but half a loaf . . .”

, . going?” he ,as,ked
“Look at me.’
He locked; and I knew what he

face. o
“T’1l never go home,” T said. _
He sat looking at me for a long

moment more, and I fancied I

saw a little light burn deep . in

back of his eyes. But then the
light went out and I knew that

I’'d lost with him, too.
““Maybe not,” he said quietly.

“But I'm not going to be the one

that keeps you from it.”

" I left him to his bg:)ok._%,L :
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who to blame for it, and he’d

“And how about your home-

was -seeing—the broken nose, the.-
scars, the lined face—the Dorsai

HIFTS are supposed to run -’

continuously, with somedne
on duty all the time. However, -
for special occasions, like this.
dinner we had arranged for the
Hixabrod, it was possible, by
getting work done ahead of time
and picking the one four hour
stretch during the twenty-four
when there were no messages or

ships due in, to assemble every- .-

body in the station on an off-'
duty basis.

So we were all there that eve-
ning, in the recreation room,
which had been ecleared and set
up with a long table for the’
dinner. We finished our cocktails,
sat down at the table and the
meal began.

As it will, the talk durmg the

‘various courses turned to things-
outside thé narrow limits of our .

present lives. Remembrances of
places visited, memories of an -

- earlier life, and the comparison

of experiences, some of  them
pretty weird, were the materials
of which our table talk was built,

Unconsciously, all of us were
trying to draw the ‘Hixabrod out.
But he sat in his place at the
head of the table between Clay -
and myself, with the Kid a little

‘farther down, preserving a frosty

silence until the dessert had been

-disposed of and the subject of

Media unepectedly came up. . -
“—Media,” said the Kid. ‘T've
heard of Media. It's a little




‘planet, but it’s supposed to have

it in the way of life. There’s
one little life-form there that's

value to every metabolism. It's
. called—let me see now-——it's
called—"
“It is called nygt:,” supplied
Dor Lassos, suddenly, in a metal-
lic voice. “A small - quadruped
‘with a highly complex nervous
system and a good deal of fatty
tissue. I visited the planet over
eighty years ago, before it was
#l actually opened up to general
- travel. The food stores spoiled
and we had the opportunity of
a4 . testing out the theory that it will
provide sustenance for almost any

He stopped.

ELL?" demanded the Kid.
“Since you're here to tell

kept you alive.”

“I and the humans aboard-the
ship found the nygti quite nour-
ishing,” said Dor Lassos. “Un-
fortunately, we had several Mi-
crushni from Polaris also

- abeard.”
© “And those?” asked someone.

“A highly developed but in-
elastic life-form,” =said Dor
Lassos, sipping from his- brandy
glass. “They went into convul-

_sions and died.”
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everything from soup to nuts on

‘claimed to contain something of

kind of known intelligent being.” .

the story, I assume the animal

"I had had some expex_‘iencé.
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with Hixabrodian ways and I
knew that it was not sadism, but
a complete detachment that had
prompted this little anecdote.
But I could see a wave of dis-
taste ripple down the room. No
life-form is so universally well
liked as the Micrushni, a delicate
iridescent jellyfishlike race with
a bent toward poetry and philoso-
phy. _

The men at the table drew
away almost visibly from Dor
Lassos. But that affected him no
more than if they had applauded
loudly. Only in very limited ways
are the Hixabrod capable of em-

pathy where other races are con-

cerned, .

“That’s too bad,” said Clay
slowly. “I have always liked the
Micrushni.” He had been drink-
ing somewhat heavily and the
seemingly innocuous, statement
came out like a half-challenge,

Dor Lassos’ cold brown eyes
turned and rested on him. What-
ever he saw, whatever conclu-
sions he came to, however, were
hidden behind his emotionless
face.

“In general,” he said ﬂatly, “a
truthful race.”

That was the closest a Hixa-
brod could come to praise, and 1
expected the matter to drop there.
But the Kid spoke up again.

“Not like us humans,” he said.

“Eh, Dor Lassos?”
I glared at hlm from hehmd

por Lassos’ head. But he went
scklessly on.

.“I said, ‘Not like us humans,
h?' " he repeated loudly. The
Kid had also apparently been

“‘drinking freely, and his voice
-} ‘grated on the sudden silence of
¥ the roomi.

“ %The
stated the Hixabrod emotionless-
" 1y. “You have some individuals

.human race varies,”

‘who approach truth. Otherwise,
the human race is not notably

|  truthful.” )
It was a typlcal deadly ac-

curate Hixabrodian response. Dor

-Lassos would have answered in
- the same words if his throat was
to have been cut for them the
“minute they left his mouth,
E Again, it should have shut the
1 Kid up, and agam it apparently
failed.
o “Ah, yes,” said the Kid. “Some
fiapproach truth, but ‘in general
‘we are untruthful. But you see,
‘ Dor Lassos, a certain amount of
~}-human humor is associated with
:lies.-Some of us tell lies just for
:fun.!l

OR Lassos drank from his
brandy glass and said noth-

“ing.

“Of course,” the Kid went on,

"sometimes a human thinks he’s
“being funny with his lies when he
Jisn’t. Some lies are just ‘boring,
~particularly when you’re forced
§.to hear them over and over agam
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But on the other hand, there are
some champion liars who -are so
good that even you would find
their untruths hitmorous.” -

Clay sat upright suddenly, and
the sudden start of his movement
sent the brandy slopping out over
the rim of his glass and onto the
white tablecloth He stared at the
Kid.

I looked at them all—at Clay,
at the Kid and at Dor Lassos;
and an ugly premonition began

" to form in my brain,

“I do not believe I should,”
said Dor Lassos.

“Ah, but you should listen to a
real expert,” said the Kid fever-
ishly, “when he has a good sub-
ject to work on.. Now, for ex- |
ample, take the matter of home
worlds. What is your home world, -

- Hixa, like?”

I had heard enough and more
than enough to confirm the sus-
picion forming within me. With-
out drawing any undue attention
to myself, I rose and left the
room.

The alien made a dry sound in -

his throat and his voice followed
me as I went swiftly down the
empty corridor,

“It is very beautiful,” he said
in his adding machine tones.
“Hixa has a diameter of thirty-
eight thousand universal meters.
It possesses twenty-three great
mountain ranges and  seventeen

" large bodies of salt water . ., .’
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The sound of his voice died
away and I left it behind me.

1 went directly through the
empty corridors and up the lad-
der to the communications shack.
I went in the door without paus-
ing, without —in neglect of all
duty rules—glancing at the auto-
matic printer to see i any fresh
message. out” of routine had ar-
rived, without bothering to check
the transmitter to see that it was
keyed into the automatic loca-
tion signal for approachmg space-
craft.

All this I 1gnored and went
directly to the file where the in-
coming messages are kept.

I flicked the tab and went back
to the file of two days previous,
skimming through the thick sheaf
of transcripts under that dateline.
And there, beneath the heading
“Notices of Arrivals,” I found it,
the message announcing the com-
ing of Dor Lassos. I ran my finger
down past the statistics on our
guest to the line of type that told
me where the Hixabrod’s last
stop had begn.

_ Tarsus.

LAY was my friend. And
there iz a limit to what a
man can take. without breaking.
.On a wall of the communications
shack was a roster of the men at
our station. I drew the Dorsai
sign against the name of William
- Peterborough, and checked my

T
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gun out of the arms locker.

I examined the magazine. It
was loaded. I replaced the maga.
zine, put the gun inside my jack.

et, and went back to the dinner. b gome years now. And either it is

| " the most wonderful place in the
“'Universe, or else the man who
" has been telling me about it—"

Dor Lassos was still talking;

. The flora and the faung-

are maintained in such excellent
natural balance that no local
surplus has exceeded one per cent
of the normal population for any

- species in the last sixty thousand

years. Life on Hixa is regular and

predictable. The weather is con-

trolled within the greatest limits
of feasibility.”

As T took my seat, the machine . A
voice of the Hixabrod hesitated

for just a moment, then gathered
itself, and went on:
shall return there.”

“A pretty picture,” said the
Kid. He was leaning forward over
the table now, his eyes bright, his
teeth bared in a smile. “A very
attractive home world. But I re-

gret to inform you, Dor Lassos, -

that I've been given to under-

stand that it pales into insignifi- -}..
cance when compared to one |

other spot in the Galaxy.”
The Hixabrod are warriors, too.

pressionless, but his voice deep-
ened and rang through the room,

“Your planet?”

1“1 .wish it were,”
Kid with the same wolfish smile.
“T wish I could lay claim to it.
But this place is so wonderful

“One day I }

returned the {..
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that I doubt if I would be allow-
ed there, In fact,” the Kid went
on, “I have never seen it. But I
have been hearing about it for

I pushed my chair back and

~ started to rise, but Clay’s hand

clamped on my arm and held me

- down.

“You were saying—"' he said fo

the Kid, who had been interrupt-

* ed by my movement.

“.oThe man who has been tell-

- ing me about it,” said the Kid,
 deliberately,
"‘champion liars I was telling Dor
: Lassos about.” ‘

“is one of those

- Once more I tried to get to my

'-‘.:. feet, but Clay was there before
- me. Tall and stiff, he stood at the
. end of the table.

“My right—" heé said out of

7":. the corner of his mouth to me.

Slowly and with meaning, he

picked up his brandy glass and
-threw the glass straight into the

Kid’s face. It bountced on the

§7 table in front of him and sent

brandy flying over the front of
Dor Lassos’ features remained ex- .-

the Kid’s_immaculate dress uni-

- form.

“Get your gun"’ ordered Clay.

OW the Kid was on his feet.

B In spite of the fact that I-
" knew he had planfied this, emo-

tion had gotten the better of him

LULUNGOMEENA

at the end. His face was white
with rage. He leaned on the edge
of the table and fought with him-
self to carry it through as he had .
originally intended. ‘

“Why guns?” he said. His voice
was thick with restraint, as he
struggled to control himself. .

“¥You called me a liar.”

“Will guns tell me if you are?”
The Kid straightened up, breath-
ing more easily; and his laugh

"was harsh in the room. “Why use

guns when it’s possible’ to prove
the thing one way or another with
complete certainty?” His gaze
swept the room and came back
to Clay.

“For years now you've been
telling me all sorts of things,” ’
he said. “But two things you've
told me more than all the rest.
One was ‘that you used to be a
gambler. The other was'that Lu-
lungomeena—your precious Lu-
lungomeena on Tarsus—was the
most wonderful place in the Uni-
verse. Is either one of those the
truth?”

Clay’s breath came thlck and
slow.

“They're both the truth ? he-
said, fighting to keep h1s voice

. steady

“Will you back that up'—"’

“With my life!”

“Ah,” said the Kid mockingly,
holding up his foreﬁnger, “but:
I'm not asking you to back those
statements up with your life—
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but with: that neat little -hoard
: you've been ~accumul.ating these
past Years. You claimed you're a
gambler. Will you bet that those
stdtemernts are true?”

Now, for the first time, Clay
seemed to see the trap.

" “Bet with me,” invited the Kid,
almost lightly. “That Wlll prove
the first statement.”

“And what about the second?”
demanded Clay.”

“Why—" the Kid gestured with
his hand toward Dor 'Lassos—

“what further judge do we need?
We have here at our table a Hixa-
brod.” Half-turning to the alien,
the Kid made him a little bow.
“Let him say whether your sec-
ond statement is true or not.”

Once more 1 tried to rise from
- my seat and again Clay’s hand
shoved me down. He turned to
Dor Lassos.

“Deo you think you could judge
. such a point, sir?” he asked.
. The brown inhuman eyes met
his and held for a long moment.

“I have just come from Tar-
sus,” said the Hixabrod. “I was

there -as a member of the Galac- .

‘tic Survey Team, mapping the
planet. It was my duty to certify
to the truth of the map.”

HE chpice 'was no- choice.
Clay stood staring at the Hix-
abrod as the room waited for his

answer. Rage burning within me,

. I looked down the table for a
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sign in the faces of the others that
-this thing might be stopped. But .
where 1 expected to see sympa- .

thy, there was nothing. Instead,
there was blankness, or cynicism,
or even the wet-lipped interest of
men who like their excitement
written in blood or tears.

And I realized with a sudden
sinking of hopes that I stood
alone, after all, as Clay’s friend.

garrulity I had not minded his

talk of Lulungomeena, hour on .

repetitive hour. But these others

had grown weary of it. Where I’

saw tragedy, they saw only retri-
bution coming to a lying bore,
And what Clay saw was what
I saw. His eyes went dark and
cold.
“How much will you bet?” he
asked.

“All T've- got,” responded the -

Kid, leaning forward -eagerly.
“Enough and more than enough

to match that bank roll of yours.
The equxvalent of eight years’

pay.”
St1fﬂy, without a word, Clay
produced his savings book and a

‘voucher pad. He wrote out a

voucher for the whole amount

and laid book and voucher on the ;
table before Dor Lassos. The Kid,

who had obviously come pre-

‘pared, did the same, adding a _
thick pile of cash from his gam-

bling of recent weeks. :
“That’s all of it?” asked Clay.
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Sty

.. ed the Hixabrod,
- operation will cost the winner of
In my own approaching age and -}
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“All of it,” said the Kid.

- Clay nodded and stepped back.
“Go ahead,” he said.

. The Kid turned toward the

- alien.

“Dor Lassos,” he said. “We ap-

. preciate your cooperation in this
. matter.”

“I am glad to hear it,” respond-
“since my co-

the bet a thousand credits.”
The abrupt injection of this

;i:commercial note threw the Kid
' momentarily off stride. I, alone
.in the room, who knew the Hixa-
" brod people, had expected it. But
. the rest had not, and it struck a

sour note, which reflected back
on the Kid. Up until now, the bet
had seémed to most of the others
like a cruel but at least honest
game, concerning ourselves only.
Suddenly it had become a little

:; like hiring a paid bully to beat up
-~ a stationmate.

But it was too late now to stop;

}i the bet had been made. Never-
- theless, there were murmurs from
. different parts of the room.

HE Kid hurried on, fearful of
- an interruption. Clay’s savmgs

. were on_his mind,

“You were a member of the

. mapping survey team?” he asked
* Dor Lassos.

“T was,” said the Hixabrod.
“Then you know. the planet?”
E‘I do-”.

“You know its geography?" in
sisted the Kid.

“I do not repeat myself.” The
eyes of the Hixabrod were chill
and withdrawn, almost a littls
baleful, as they met those of the
Kid.

- “What kind of a planet is itp”
‘The Kid licked his lips. He was
beginning to recover his usual
self-assurance. “Is it a large
planet?” :

“NO »

“Is Tarsus a r1ch planet?”

“No ”

“Is it a pretty planet?”

“I did not find it so.”

“Get to the point!”. snapped
Clay with strained harshness.

The Kid glanced at him, savor-
ing this moment. He turned back
to the Hixabrod.

“Very well, Dor Lassos,” he
said, “we get to the meat of the
matter. Have you ever heard of .
Lulungomeena?” '

llYes ”

“Have you ever, been to Lu-
lungomeena?”

“I have.,”

“And do you truthfully—u” for
the first time, a fierce and burn-

' ing anger flashed momentarily in

the eyes of the Hixabrod; the in-
sult the Kid had just unthinking-
ly given Dor Lassos was a deadly
one—*“fruthfully say that in your
considered opinion -Lulungo-
meena -is the most wonderful
place in the Universe?” ’
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Dor Lassos. turned his gaze
away from him and let it wander
over the-rest of the room. Now,
at last, his contempt for all there
" was plain to be read on his face.
#¥es, it is,” said Dor Lassos.
E rose to his feet at the head
of the stunned group around
the table. From the pile of cash
- he extracted a thousand credits,
then passed the remainder, along
with the two account books and
the vouchers, to Clay. Then he
took one step toward the Kid.
He halted before him and of-
fered his hands to the man—
palms up, the tips of his fingers
a scant couple of inches short of
the XKid’s face.
“My hands are clean,” he said.
His fingers arced; and, sudden-
1y, as we watched, stubby, gleam-
ing claws shot smoothly from
those fingertips to tremble lightly
against the skin of the Kid’s face.

“Dao you doubt the truthfulness.

of a Hixabrod?” his robot voice
asked.
The Kid’s face was white and

his cheeks hollowed in fear. The-

needle points of ‘the claws were
very close to his eyes. He swal-
lowed once.

“No—" he whispered.

The claws retracted. The hands
returned  to their owner’s sides.
Once more completely withdrawn
and impersonal, Dor Lassos turn-
ed and howed to us all.
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“My appreciation of your
courtesy,” he said, the metallic
tones of his voice loud in the si-
lence.

Then he turned and, marching
like a metronome, disappeared
through the doorway of the rec-

rection of his quarters.

“ A ND so we part,” said Clay

Harbank as we shook hands.
“I hope you find the Dorsai Plan-
ets as welcome as I intend to find
Lulungomeena.”
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plain - damn  foolishness.
~ didn’t have to buy me out as
well.”

i

© I grumbled a little. “That was
You

“There were more than enough

credits for the both;_of us,” said

! ! >~ | Clay.
reation room and off in the di- |

It was a month after the bet

“and the two of us were standing
- in the Deneb One spaceport. For

miles in évery direction, the great

echoing building of this central
terminal stretched around us. In

ten minutes I was due to board

“my ship for the Dorsai Planets.

LULUNGOMEENA

Clay himself still had several
days to wait before one of the
infrequent ships to Tarsus would
be ready to leave. )

“The bet itself was damn fool-
ishness,” I went on, determined
to find something to complain
about. We Dorsai do not enjoy
these moments of emotion. But a
Dorsai is a Dorsai. I am not apol-

.ogizing. .

“No- foolishness,” said - Clay.
For a moment a shadow crossed
his face. “You forget that a real
gambler bets only on- a sure
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“thing. When I looked into the
Hixabrod’s eyes, I was sure.”

“How can you say ‘a sure
thing?’ ‘

“The Hixabrod
home,” Clay said.

I stared at him, astounded.
“But you weren’t betting on
Hixa. Of course he would prefer
Hixa to any other place in the
Universe. But you were betting
on Tarsus—on Lulungomeena--—
remember?”

The shadow was back for a
moment on Clay’s face. “The bet
was certain. I feel a little guilty
about the Kid, but I warned him
that gambling money never
stuck. Besides, he’s young and
I'm getting old. I couldn’t afford
to lose.” :

“Will you come down out of
the clouds,” I demanded, “and
explain this thing? Why was the

loved his

bet certain? What was the trick,
if there was one?”

“The trick?” repeated Clay,
He smiled at me. “The trick wag

that the Hixabrod could not be |-
otherwise than ftruthful. It wag |
all in the name of my birthplace ]

—Lulungomeena.”
He looked at my puzzled face
and put a hand on my shoulder,
“You see, Mort,” he said quiet-
ly, “it was the name that fooled
everybody. Lulungomeena stands

for something in my language,

But not for any city or town or
village. Everybody on Tarsus has

his own Lulungomeena. Every- {.

body in the Universe has.”

“How do you figure that., :

Clay?” .
“It's a word,” he explained,

“A word in the Tarsusian lan- §°

rn

guage. It means ‘home. :

__GORDON R. DICKSON |

THE MAN WHO KNEW

Back in 1893, while other tourists were paying fo see Little Egypt's

famous danee, a shrewd young chap instead bought sheets of commemora-
tive postage stumps. Wise fellow, he later sent his children through college
by selling his increasingly valuable hoard one by one. With so many people |

saving stamps now, a profit like thet is unlikely,

But there is a smart investment you can make today. Full sets of GALAXY
are steadily bringing higher prices. If that's true after only three and a §

half years—well, you see what we mean.

We dont have Vol. 1, Nos. 1 and 2, and very few of the next few
issues, but we'll sell whatever we do have at 35¢ each, postpaid. (Except |-

overseas, of course; we have to charge 10c extra per copy for mailing.)

who ever heard of reading postage stamps?
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' SMALL BODIES NEAR
HEAVY PLANETS

NLY a few issues back, I
devoted a portion of this
column to the moons of

Mars, prompted by repeated
questions from readers who won- '
dered whether they might not
actually be Martian space sta-
tions, possibly still active, but
more likely abandoned for ages.
Well, they are unquestionably

That. stamp-buyer knew a good thing when he saw it. So can you! Besides, | - small natural moons.

The reason I have to return

FOR YOUR INFORMATION

By WILLY LEY




