*Three-Gun Max Finds A Friend*

* * % %

It was after I'd made the city safe for Venus (began Max, asthe Cyborg de Milo snorted
contemptuoudy). | set my ship down afew hundred miles away, ready to teake out asmdl dienarmy dl

by mysdf.

But before did, | figured | owed mysdf amea, sncewiping out dl those diensfigured to burn up alot
of caories. | was gtting there outside my ship, cooking some steaks over an open fire, far enough from
the aliens so their sensors wouldn't be able to spot me, when | felt the muzzle of a screecher pressed
between my shoulder blades.

"Raise your hands," said athickly-accented voice, which | knew had to belong to one of the diens.
"If I do, I'll burn the steaks," | said without turning around.
"Sowhat?' asked the dien.

"If you're going to kill me anyway, it doesn't make any difference what | do with my hands... but if you're
_not_going to kill me, thenit'sbe crimina to burn 'em.”

"I hadn't thought of it that way," he admitted thoughtfully, walking around to the other sde of thefire. He
kept his gun trained on me while hetried to figure out what to do next.

"Well, if you're not going to shoot me," | said, "you might aswell join me. There's enough food herefor
both of us."

"I don't mindif | do," he said, taking a plate and squatting down next to thefire. "It's been along day, and
| haven't eaten since sunrise.”

"You got aname?' | asked.

"Wordsmith," he said. "How about you?'

"Max."

"I couldn't help noticing that you've got more hands than the usud human,” he said.
"I never found it to be adisadvantage,” | told him.

"That'scurious," he said. "Everything I've learned about your society tells me that anyone as different as
you should be an outcast, shunned by dl."

"Just what isit you think you know about my society?" | asked.

"I'veread al the books and seen the usua indoctrination holos," hereplied. "I find your habit of egting
newborn babies especidly disgugting.”

"I'm not aware of any humans ever eating babies."
"l supposeit'sasecret ritud," he sad sympatheticdly.
"l have afeding that youreavictim of falsedoctrine,” | sad.

"False doctrine?' he repegted, puzzled.



"Propaganda.”

"Butl _saw_theholod"

"Y ou saw the wonders of computer animation and specid effects,” | said.

He stared at mefor along moment. "I don't know," he said at last.

"Did you see holos of people cooking babies?’

"No, just eating them raw.”

"Well, thereyou haveit,” | said. "I'm living proof of the fact that Men always cook their mest."
"Yeah, | guessyou are," said Wordsmith. "l can't tell you what ardlief that is."

"Why?

"I'm no warrior,” he confessed. "I'm a poet. | joined the military after | read about what you did to
babies. Now that | know you don't eat your young, | think I'll go back home and finish work on my first
collection of poems. | specidize unrhyming hectometer.”

“Will they let you leave?" | asked.

"Why not?' he said. "They have no use for apoet.” He paused. "Actualy,” he added ruefully, "they have
no use for anyone who doesn't kill, maim, and torture.”

"Maybe you should think about coming over to our Sde," | suggested.
"l cant,” hesaid. "Men despise anything that's different.”

"More propaganda,” | said. "A few hundred milesfrom hereisacyborg lady with more firepower built
into her fingersthan one of your battleships possesses. She has artificia eyes, and when the war's over,
she's probably going to trade her red legsin for prosthetic ones. And yet, she'sfighting for our sde. She
wouldn't be doing that if we ostracized her, would she?’

"No," he admitted. "No, | suppose not."
"Of coursenot,” | said. "Maybe | ought to tell you Man's sde of the story."
"I'vegot dl night,” hesaid.

So | explained to him about how Thomas Jefferson wrote the Magna Carta, and Pope John X X111 freed
the Martian colonies, and | quoted as much of Babe Ruth's Gettysburg Address as | could remember,
and pretty soon he started asking me more questions, and we talked clear through to the morning.

And when the sun finally rose over Henry V, he reached out, shook my hand, and announced that he saw
now how held been brainwashed and that he was going to spend the rest of hislifefighting for liberty,
freedom, capitalism, and higher property values.

We spent the next couple of days together, just getting to know each other. He recited some of his
poetry to me, but it didn't rhyme or have much of abeeat to it, and hardly any of it was about war or
women, whichisjust about al that's really worth writing about. | spent the rest of thetimetdlling him
about how afree society works, and why we on the Frontier don't pay taxes or vote or spend too much
time worrying about the finer points of the law.



"But if you voluntarily give up your franchise, what isthe point of fighting for the Commonwedth?' he
asked.

"I'm not fighting for the Commonwedlth, or the Monarchy, or whatever we're caling it thisweek," | said.
"I'm fighting because you guysinvaded the Henrys, and that's where | spend most of my qudity drinking
time"

Hefrowned -- as much as amember of hisrace _can_frown, anyway -- and tried again: "How is your
government to surviveif everyone fleesto the Frontier and refusesto pay taxes?"

| could have explained that it just meant we'd conquer afew more aien races and tax 'em up to the
eyebrows, but somehow | sensed that wouldn't élicit the reaction | wanted. So instead | told him that for
every one of uswho was bold enough to emigrate to the Frontier, there were millions who stayed behind.

"It'sjust amplelogic,” | explained. "If there weren't enough people to pay taxes, they'd either incorporate
some of the Frontier, or they'd raise taxes."

"That sounds very reasonable.”
"It is-- unless you're the guy whose taxesthey raise.”
"And if you are?'

| shrugged. "Then you head off for the Frontier and probably open up anew world or two, and
eventudly the government takesit over, and that'sthe way the galaxy getsitsaf civilized.”

"Therésamathematica purity to that, isn't there?' he said. "I mean, a certain amount of dissatisfactionis
aways bound to occur, but as your society isset up it Smply leadsto expansion, which in turn leadsto
more government intrusion and hence to more dissatisfaction and more expansion...”" He paused. "Why,
at thisrate, Man should be assmilating Andromeda and the other nearby gaaxies any day now!"

"Do you find that threatening?' | asked.

"No," hesad. "l find it exciting!"

"Y our race has no notion of manifest destiny?"

Weél, he didn't know what the term meant, so | had to explain it to him.

"What awonderful notion: manifest destiny!" heexclamed. "l _like _it. My race thinksonly in terms of
gaining afew systems here and there, and enjoying alittle bloodletting. Nothing as grandiose as your
race.

Well, before long held made up hismind to come to the Outpost and claim asylum. | explained to him
that there was no one here who could grant it to him, and that if he redlly wanted asylum held haveto go
into the Monarchy and find some government agency that specidized in defectors, and that given the
number of government agencies we had, that could take a couple of lifetimes. | finaly convinced himto
just come on back to the Outpost with me and get used to Men and freedom and unfettered capitalismin
dow easy stages.

We decided to leave the next morning, but as| was cooking us up some eggs and hash browns prior to
taking off we suddenly found ourselves under attack from Wordsmith's countrymen.

"Let'sget the hell out of herel” | said, running to the ship.



"Watch out, Max!" hecried.

| looked around and saw an dien infantryman aiming hispulserifleright a me. | knew assureas|'m
dtting herethat | had about half asecond of life left to me -- and then, just as he fired, Wordsmith legped
in front of me and took the energy bdl that | would have sworn had my nameonit.

| went alittle bit crazy then. | killed the alien with my screecher, then put agun in each of my three hands
and started walking the countryside, screaming at them to come out of hiding and face me. A couple of
dozen actudly did, and | blew them away, ignoring the few minor flesh wounds they managed to inflict on
me. When I'd finaly killed them dl, | went back to the ship and gave Wordsmith a decent human-type
burid.

Hewas my friend, maybe the best friend | ever had. Lord knows he wasn't much to look at, and | never
did understand his poetry, but he took a shot meant for me, and that's more than any Man ever did.

The Earth Mother wiped away atear. "1 think that's beautiful," she said.

"Sodol," said the Cyborg de Milo. "But | went over to that encampment after | cleaned out the city, and
| didn't find any two dozen dead diens out in the countryside.”

"Maybe their companions took 'em back and buried 'em,” said Max. "Or maybe the sunlight disintegrated
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"I noticeit didn't disintegrate the sx hundred | killed," she said dryly.

"Look, that's my story!" snapped Max. "If you don't want to bdieveit, that'sfine with me!"
The Cyborg de Milo shrugged. "1t makes no difference to me."

Max turned to the Bard. "Wdl?Y ou gonnauseit?"

"In the absence of a contradictory version, | suppose | don't have much of achoice,” he replied.
"Besides, Wordsmith makes awonderful metaphor.”

"He wasn't ametaphor,” said Max. "He was the ugliest sonuvabitch you ever saw -- and the most loyal
friend.”

"| suppose you can't ask much more than that," allowed the Bard.

" | _surecan't,” said Max.

Big Red and Gravedigger Gaines entered just then.

"You just missed one of Max's stories," the Bard informed them.

"How can we ever live with the disgppointment?’ said Gaines. "Two beers, Reg!"
The two of them walked up to the bar.

"Thewar over?' Big Red asked me.

"Lookslike" | sad.

"Didwewin?"'



"Asfar asl cantdl.”

"Well, then | guessit wasworthit."
"What was?'

"What | had to do to get off Henry IV."
"You going to tell usabout it?' | asked.
"Try to stop him," said Max wryly.

"I'mkind of dry. Let mejust take alittle Sp of thisfirst," said Big Red, lifting the huge stein of beer to his
lips and downing the entire contentsin asingle swalow. He wiped his mouth off with hisdeeve. "Boy,
I've missed that!"

"If that's all you've missed, you got some serious problems, son,” said the Reverend Billy Karma.
"We're not dl as single-minded and sex-starved as you, Reverend,” replied Big Red.
"Sureyou are," answered Billy Karma. "Y ou're just not al as honest and forthcoming about it.”

"I wonder if God's had any second thoughts about |etting you be the one to state His case,” said the
Gravedigger.

"Not achance," replied the Reverend Billy Karma. He held up the second and third fingers of hisgold
hand and pressed them tightly together. "Me and God arejust like _this ."

"It must beacomfort,” said the Gravedigger ironicaly.

"It does make the occasional sexua rejection more bearable," admitted the Reverend.
_"Occasond?'_said Sinderdla, laughing doud.

"'Let thy women be silent in the House of the Lord'," quoted Billy Karma.

"In caseit's escgped your notice, thisisn't the House of the Lord,"” said Sinderdlla

"If _I'm_hereitis”

"He just wants the women to be slent so they can't say No to him,” said Max.

"Wel, I'll be damned!” said Billy Karma. "Y ou know, | never thought of that!"
"Somehow I'm not surprised,” said Max.

"Areyou _ever _going to tell ushow you escaped from Henry IV?' the Earth Mother asked Big Red.
"When everyone dse sopstaking,” he answered.

"Y ou could run smack-dab into Eternity before that happens,” suggested Catastrophe Baker. "Just step
right in and tell your ory."

"Okay," said Big Red. "'l suppose | might aswell."



