* Catastrophe Baker and the Dragon Queen*

It was a couple of years ago (began Baker), and | was out on the Spiral Arm, doing alittle mining in the
Parnassus asteroid belt.

Well, | didn't do any actual digging or blasting -- | mean, hdll, | wouldn't know raw plutonium from raw
beef -- but | did hang out in the little Tradertown they set up on Parnassus|1. Had atavern, alot like this
one only smaller and without no high-quality work of art hanging over the bar, and there were some
degping rooms, though | was between fortunes at the time and dept in my ship. Likedl Tradertownsit
had an assay office, and | figured that if | ever saw aminer approach the assay office before he stopped
for adrink, held probably hit on something interesting, and | planned to make it my businessto rdlieve
him of his burden.

Whichishow | wound up with thirty pounds of fissionable materid. | don't know from fisson, but | know
it'sworth itsweight in prettier baubles, and | know you keep it locked in lead containers and don't spend
overmuch time playing with it, and | decided that if the Monarchy paid well for it, the Canphorites and
Setts and Domarians would probably pay even better. | was pretty well-known in the Arm by then, due
to aseries of unfortunate misunderstanding in which | was dways the innocent party, and when |
approached the miners who'd made the claim they just took one look at me and suddenly remembered
that they had urgent business e sewhere. Well, dl but one, anyway, and making wrong decisonsin such
meattersiswhat you might cal geneticaly sdf-limiting.

After | loaded the booty into my ship, | headed off for the Rim, where| figured to hold an informa little
auction. | had to stop at the space station that orbited Bellabionda I X to refuel, and while | was Sitting
there sampling half a dozen different brandies, | suddenly felt the barrel of a screecher bury itsdlf inthe
middle of my back. | would have turned and had harsh words with the gentleman who was &t the other
end of the wegpon, but | aso found my nose about half an inch from the business end of an ugly-looking
burner. | chanced apair of quick glancesto my right and my left, and discovered things didn't look more
promising in them directions.

Now, the guy facing me was almost asbig as| was, which ispretty rare, at least in thisuniverse, and |
can't speak for noplace else. He had squinty eyes, and a couple of gold teeth, and he hadn't shaved ina
mighty long time, and he hadn't washed in even longer than he hadn't shaved, and he kind of learned
forward and said, " Catastrophe Baker, you took something that didn't belong to you."

"I'vetooken _lots of thingsthat don't belongto me," | said right back at him. "That'swhat | do for a
living."

"Yeah," hesad, "but this particular thing belongs to the Dragon Queen, and she's charged me with
conveying the fact that she's more than allittle annoyed with you.”

"Okay, you conveyedit," | said. "Now go away and let me finish drinking in peace.”

The man with the gold teeth frowned. "1 don't believe I'm getting through toyou at dl," hesaid. "You
gtolethirty pounds of prime plutonium from her, and she wantsit back."

"There must be some migtake,” | answered. "'l sole_my__ plutonium off five minersin the Spird Arm."
"WEell, it's probably true that they owned the plutonium, but _she owns_them ."

| pondered that for aminute and findly said, “In my opinionit'smiserly to own people _and _fissonable
material. Tell her she can keep the men (except for the one | removed from Nature's game plan) and I'll
keep the plutonium.”



Old Goldtooth kind of sighed and shrugged. "I just knew thiswas going to happen,” he said unhappily. "I
told her and told her that a man like you was never going to give her what she wanted just because we
threatened to rip out your eyes and cut off your ears and pull your arms and legs from their sockets. |
explained that even after we roasted you over adow fire and put dime spidersin your ears and Sarted
extracting your vertebrae one by one that you wouldn't tell uswhat we wanted to know."

"Since we're both agreed on that," | said, "what do you plan to do instead?”’
"Beatsthe hell out of me," he admitted. "Maybe we'd just better take you to her and let her decide.”

"Couldn't wetorture him just alittle?" asked the guy who was poking the screecher in my back. "Just for
fun?"

Another sigh from Goldtooth. "No," he said after some serious consideration. "Y ou know what happened
to the last four or five prisoners| let you play with."

"| got carried away," came the petulant answer. "It won't happen again.”
"That'swhat you said last time.”

"How about if | just cagtrate him?" said the guy with the screecher. "Won't top him from talking, and if
she decidesto torture him hersdlf, helll till be 99% whole."

"Stupidest suggestion | ever heard,” replied Goldtooth. He turned to me. "Y ou haveto forgive him," he
said apologeticaly. "Hes very young. He just doesn't redlize that these Dragon Queens dways have their
moators running.”

Wi, truth to tell, | hadn't ever encountered a Dragon Queen. But 1'd seen my share of Pirate Queens,
which in my long experience could aways be identified by their lustful natures, their soul-destroying
greed, and their proud, arrogant bosoms, and | figured if Dragon Queens were related to Pirate Queens,
or were even some kind of regiond offshoot, that maybe 1'd fallen out of the frying pan and into the
featherbed, to coin what | had every reason to hope was a new and accurate expression.

"So should | put the manacles on him?* asked one of the others.

Goldtooth turned to me. "If we don't shackle you, do you promise not to try to escape or overpower
lﬁl

"Y ou have my word asagentleman,” | told him.
"Get the manacled" he hollered.

Whichiswhat they did, and which ishow | wasled into the Dragon Queen's presence a couple of days
later, when wefindly landed on Terlingua

Wewerein an audience chamber that could have housed haf adozen athletic events. The doorways
were d| different shapes, asif most of them were made to be used by aiens. The walls kept changing
colors, and there was amural maybe 50 yards square painted on the ceiling that I'll swear was never

painted by any human.

Now, you people don't know me, so you don't know that | ain't much given to exaggeration, but take my
word for it: the Dragon Queen was the most beautiful female| had ever seenin alifetime of admiring
female critters of dmogt every race and species.



Her hair shone like spun gold. Her eyes were the blue of the clearest lagoon. Her lipswere abrilliant red,
and moigt asdl get-out. And one look told methat if she was atypica Dragon Queen, then Dragon
Queens made Pirate Queens|ook like school girls from the neck down.

Sheld been poured into a skin-tight metallic dress. She had breasts that just out-and-out defied gravity,
and thetiniest waist, and smooth, silken thighs, and | tried redl hard not to pay much attention to the fact
that she was toting even more wegpons than | tended to carry mysdlf.

"Have you got astiff neck?' she asked after a couple of momentsin avoice that was alittle bit harsher
than | expected from someone that beautiful.

Well, that wasn't quite where | was tiff, if you catch my delicate and subtle meaning, but | assured her
that my neck wasjust fine.

"Then look at my face," she commanded.

| did s0, and suddenly spotted something I'd missed thefirst time around, which wasthat she was
wearing agolden tiara, and smack-dab in the middle of it was the biggest, most perfect ruby 1'd ever
seen.

"Miss Dragon Queen, maam,” | said, "'l hope it don't embarrassyou, but | have to declare that you are
unguestionably the most beautiful woman | have seen in dl my wanderings across the length and breadth
of the galaxy, to say nothing of its height and depth.”

"You may cal me Zenobia," she said, and now her voice was more like a purr than asnarl.

That didn't surprise me none, because I'd met eleven Pirate Queensin my day, and eight of them were
cdled Zenobig, and | figured that if you were an exquisitely-built young woman possessed of unbridled
lust and an overwheming desire to conquer the gaaxy, Zenobiawas the name that just naturally appeded
to you.

"It'sanamefit for a Dragon Queen,” | assured her.

She stared at me through haf-lowered eyelids. "Y ou interest me, Catastrophe Baker," she said. Suddenly
she snapped to attention, which produced an effect most men would pay good money to see. "Buit firdt,
to business. Y ou stole 30 pounds of my plutonium. | want it back.”

"What does apretty little thing like you need with enough plutonium to blow up half dozen star systems?”
| asked.

She amiled. "I plan to blow up haf adozen star systems,” she said.

"Just for the hdll of it?" | asked, because you never knew what Pirate Queens might do when they felt
irritable, and | figured Dragon Queens weren't much different.

"There are Sx warlords out here on the Rim. Asmy first step in the conquest of the galaxy, | planto
assmilate their empires.”

"Well, why didn't you say sointhefirst place?’ | sad. "Hell, assmilating empiresis something I've ways
had ahankering to do. | think we should become partners.”

"Y ou're hardly in aposition to make demands!” she snapped.

| held up my hands. ™Y ou mean thesethings?' | asked, indicating the manacles. "l just let them put 'em on



me so | could meet you. There ain't never been achain that could hold Catastrophe Baker."

And s0 saying, | flexed my muscles and gave one mighty yank, and the manacles came apart. Four or
five of her bodyguards -- did | forget to tell you she had asmall army of bodyguards? -- jumped me, but
| just leaned down, straightened up, and sent 'em flying in dl directions.

She stlared at me, wide-eyed, and | could tdll that she was torn between yelling " Off with his head!" and
"Off with hisdothed"

"I may have even more usesfor you than | thought at first glance" shesaid & last.
"Then we're partners?'
"Why not?' she said with a shrug that went alot farther and lasted alot longer than your standard shrug.

"Well, if we're partners,” | continued, "I'd sure be interested in knowing why you're a Dragon Queen
rather than a Pirate Queen.”

"And s0 you shall, Catastrophe Baker," she said, walking over and taking me by the hand. She smelled
good enough to egt. "Come with me."

Sheled meto asmall door | hadn't seen, Snceit was hiding behind a bunch of her bodyguards. They
stepped aside, and she ordered the door to open, and it did, and suddenly we were in a bedroom that
was probably alittle smaler than the Navy's flagship and had afew less windows than the governor's
palace (the _old palace, not the new, fortified one), and right in the middle of it was a bed that could
have accommodated a dozen Dragon Queens and gtill have some room left over for their gentleman
friends,

"What do you think?" she asked.
"It'sright impressive" | acknowledged. "Buit it till don't explain why you're a Dragon Queen.”

"It'saresult of inbreeding and radiation and genes gone astray,” she said, putting a hand behind my neck
and pulling my head down to hers.

"Looksto me like every geneis ditting right whereit's supposed to be for optimum effect,” | opined.

"I'm agenetic sport,” she whispered, and suddenly her breath became _rea_ warm. "When | get hot, |
get _hot ! I'mlikeadragon in that respect.”

She amiled, her eyes gleamed and flashed, and twin needles of smoke and fire shot out from beneath her
lips.

She directed my gaze down south of her waist where still more smoke was escaping.

"You see?' shesad. "I'm so congtituted that | can't hide my desire for you, Catastrophe Baker."

And sure enough, she couldntt.

* * % %

"Just asecond,” interrupted Three-Gun Max. "Areyou trying to tell usthat she actualy was _smoking
down there?'

"That'sright," said Baker.



"| don't blieveit!"
" |_wasthere," said Baker pugnacioudy. "Were _you 7'

"No, but if you're gonnatell usyou took her to bed without getting some real important part of your
masculine anatomy fried to acrisp, I'm gonnahave ahard time believing any part of this story."

Baker glared at him until he kind of shrunk into himself, and then the huge man looked around the room,
his hand kind of toying with the pearl handle of hisburner. ""Has anyone else got a problem with my
dory?'

Nobody said aword, and findly he relaxed and began talking again.

* * % %

Asamatter of fact (continued Baker), | never had achanceto find out just how hot a number she was,
figuratively or literdly, because a just that instant we heard a huge commotion outs de the bedroom, and
then there were a bunch of screams, and | could hear the hum of burners and the whine of screechers
and the report of bullets.

"Thewarlordg" she cried. "They've found out about the plutonium and launched a preemptive strikel™

"That ain't no problem,” | said. "Give me a couple of them weapons you're wearing and I'll send 'em

packing."

She tossed me acouple of guns, and | walked to the door, opened it, and gently announced my presence
by blowing away eight or nine men who were wearing uniforms that were different from her bodyguards.

Then | looked across the room and saw six men dl done up in fancy-looking tunics with rows and rows
of medals on their chests, and | knew right away that these had to be the sx warlords, so | picked up
one of their bigger henchmen, twisted his head around a couple of times until he stopped squirming, and
used him asashidd as| began crossing the room.

"Be careful!" the Dragon Queen cried out.
"Hell, therésonly six of 'em -- and they'relittle ones at that!" | hollered back.

Twelve or fifteen warriors jumped me, but | just shrugged 'em off. Another one grabbed my leg, and |
kicked him clear across the room; he hit the far wal on the fly, which has to congtitute some kind of
record if | just knew what record book to report it to.

When | was maybe fifty feet away from the warlords, | raised the body over my head and hurled it at
‘em. Four of ‘em went down in atangled heap. The other two reached for their weapons, but | wastoo
fast for 'em, and after | broke their armsthey kind of fell to the floor, and having nothing better to do they
darted kissng my feet and begging for mercy.

| looked around and saw that the rest of the invaders were either dead or at least not in any mood to
continue the fight, and then the Dragon Queen raced over to me and threw her arms around me and gave
me one hdll of apassonate kiss.

(Seethis here black tooth? That's what caused it. Burned the enamel top to bottom. | really ought to
replaceit with agold one, but it'samogt al | got to remember her by.)

Anyway, after she ordered her bodyguards to drag the warlords and the surviving soldiers off to the



dungeons and have alittle fun with them, she turned back to me and said, kind of sultry-like,
"Catastrophe Baker, asareward for your heroism, you may have any single thing in thisroom."

"Wadl, Miss Dragon Queen, maam," | said, "that ssemslike apretty easy decison, sincel ain't never
Seen awoman to measure up to you.”

"Surely aman of your broad experience has seen many beautiful women.”
"Y eah, but you're head and shoulders and other things ahead of ‘'em al."

"It'skind of you to say s0," she said modestly, "but there must be three or four othersin the galaxy who
areevenlovdier.”

"Youredly think so?' | asked serioudy.

"Out of trillions and trillions of women? Surdly.”
"Wll, then, it'san even easier choice” | said.
"Yes, my love?' shesaid eegerly.

"Absolutdy, my love" | replied. "If you tell me there are prettier women in the gaaxy, | got no reason not
to believeyou. But," | added, plucking the ruby from her tiara, "1 _know_there ain't no more perfect
ruby, so I'll just take this as aremembrance of my short but happy stay on Terlingua.”

"l don't believeit!" she said furioudy.

"Asatoken of my high esteem, I'll dump the plutonium before | leave,” | told her.
"You areafool, Catastrophe Baker!" she said. "Think of what you could have had!"
"Y ou won't never be far from my mind, Miss Dragon Queen, maam,” | said.

And sure enough, | think of her every time| st by ablazing fire.

His story done, Catastrophe Baker displayed the ruby again.

"And _that's _how | cameinto possession of the most perfect ruby in the galaxy.”

Everyone seemed properly impressed with his story. Everyone except Hellfire Carson, that is. The
grizzled old man walked up to Baker, held out his hand, and asked to see the ruby.

"Handleit carefully, old man," said Baker, offering it to him.

Carsonrolled it around in his hand for afew seconds, then held it up to the light and peered &t it. Findlly
he tossed it back to Baker.

"Y ou made abad bargain,” he said. "Y ou should have took the Dragon Queen.”
"What are you talking about, old man?' demanded Baker.

"That thing ain't no ruby."

"Thehdl it isnt!"



"Thehdl itis"
"What do_you_thinkitis?' | asked him.

"Not amatter of ‘think’. | _know_ what itis. | seen enough of ‘emin my day." He paused. "It'san
eyestone.”

"Awha?'
"A Landship'seye. That'swhat we used to call 'em when we hunted 'em back on Peponi.”
"And what's a Landship?' asked Baker.

"Landships were big suckers," answered Hdllfire Carson, staring off into the past. "Burly, too. Stood
maybe sixteen feet at the shoulder, and they were covered top to bottom with shaggy brown fur. Their
heads were enormous, and each one had along prehensile lower lip that seemed dmost as useful asa
human hand. Their ears were small and rounded, and their noses were big and broad. They looked
awkward, but they could move pretty goddamned fast when they were charging.”

He stopped long enough to take a swalow from hisbottle. "Most interesting thing about 'em wastheir
eyes. Red crystal they were. Looked just like rubies, except here" -- he pointed to some scratchmarks --
"wherethejewder removed the pupil. They always got rid of the pupil; people didn't like to be reminded
wheretheir trinkets came from.”

"And you redlly hunted them for their eyes?' | asked.

"Their eye_stones ," Carson corrected me. "Fetched about 5,000 credits for agood pair. Probably
worth alittle more these days' -- he grinned at Catastrophe Baker -- "but not as much asaDragon
Queen."

"How do you know so much about Landships?' asked Max.

"Because| killed the very last one," said Carson.



