* Catastrophe Baker and the Siren of Silverstrike*

* * % %

It al began (said Baker) when | decided to pay avisit to my old friend Bloody Ben Masters, who'd been
thefirst oneto hit paydirt on Slverdrike. Hed made afew million credits off hisslver mine, then sold it
for afew million more, built himsdlf a castle with an acid moat around it, and retired.

When | got there | learned that poor Ben was no longer among the living -- seemed held got a snootful
one night and decided to see if he could swim the moat without taking a breath. He got the last part right,
because | don't believe there was enough of him left to breathe about three seconds after he dovein.
Anyway, there | was with some time on my hands, so that night | mosied into town to see what the locals
did for entertainment besidesjump each other's claims, and that'swhen | found Old Doc
Nebuchadnezzar's All-Star Carniva and Thrill Show.

They had dl the usud carny stuff: anull-gravity ferriswhedl, a Tower of Babd for the menfolk and a
Gomorrah Palace for the ladies, acouple of fightsto the death between Trambolians and apair of the
local Men, amagician who volunteered to cut your spousein haf -- | don't recall remembering him
promising to put her back together, now that | cometo think of it -- and the usua surgicdly-atered
six-armed jugglers and knife-throwers and the like, but none of ‘em especidly interested me.

Infact, | was about to leave when | heard atrumpet blare and alittle guy in abright plaid suit got upona
floating platform and announced that the moment we were dl waiting for had arrived, and that anyone
with twenty credits to spend could come into his Bubble and seethe Siren of Silverstrikein al her sensud

gory.

Wéll, the last time | saw so many people move so fast al at once was when me and Bloody Ben had had
one of our little disagreements back on Bilbau I and | threw a couple of poker tables through awindow
and demanded a little more fighting room, and he threw the bartender out after the tables and alowed
that that was aright good idea, and | figured anyone or anything that got everyone so motivated was
probably worth twenty credits and then some, so | gently shoved afew folks out of my way, tried not to
listen overmuch to their howls of anger and agony, and forked over my money.

Oncel got indgde the Bubble, | kind of shouldered my way to the front, hardly discommoding anyone at
all except six or seven men who refused to step aside as quick asthey should have for anewcomer to
their fair planet, and then | took a sest.

| didn't have long to wait, because the second | sat down the music started, and suddenly the Siren of
Silverstrike appeared onstage, and you got to believe me when | tell you that she was about aslovely a
critter of the femae persuasion as1'd ever seen up to that time. Her hair hung down amost to her wast,
and it was striped with rows of iridescent colors:. red, blue, yellow, green, and the pattern repeated a
couple of times. Red striking and artistic, you know?

She held up an dmost-trangparent little sheet or towel or some such thing in front of her and began her
dance, and | noticed when she spun around that she wasn't wearing nothing but her dancing shoes, and
that the rest of her hair also camein the very samerows of colors. | think that might have been the instant
| decided | was hopdesdy and eterndly inlove with her.

| couldn't figure out why such alovely young piece of femininity wasworking in acarnival, and then it
occurred to me that this Nebuchadnezzar feller had probably kidnapped her when shewasjust alittle
girl, before she'd blossomed into the fullness of womanhood, so to speak, and that she wasjust waiting
for some handsome hero-type to rescue her from thislife of enforced davery and take her home so she
could dance every night just for him asaway of showing her gratitude.



| waited until her dance was over, and then it took another five minutes for the audience to stop cheering
and somping and whistling, and finally the bubble emptied out, and | hopped onto the stage and found
thelittle exit a the back and walked through it, and afew seconds later | found myself in the Siren's
dressing room.

Shewas sitting, stark naked, on alittle stool that floated in front of avanity and atri-dimensiona mirror,
brushing her multi-colored hair. There were dozens of holos of her in various states of dress and undress
on thewalls, and a couple of missiveswhich were either love letters or glowing testimonias. There were
abunch of little fussy dolls on ashdf, and arow of ugly-looking porcelain dogsthat yipped a nonstop
musical tune, and some paintings of big-eyed dien children who al looked pretty much dike, even though
acouple were four-armed and one was insectoid and another was a chlorine-breather.

When the Siren findly saw my reflection in her mirror, she turned to face me.

"Who areyou?' she demanded, either totaly forgetting that she wasn't wearing nothing or else not much
caring about it.

"I'm Catastrophe Baker, here to declare my everlasting love for you and to rescue you from alife of
indentured servitude,” | told her.

"I'm flattered,” she said, looking me up and down, "but | don't _want__to be rescued.”

"That's because Old Doc Nebuchadnezzar has brainwashed you," | explained. " Spend afew months
traveling the galaxy with me and you'll be as good as new. What do you say, Siren?”

"l say no, and my name's not Siren.”

"What isit then?' | asked. "If we're going to spend alifetime of sexua rapture together, | supposeit'sone
of thethings| ought to know."

"It'sMédora, and were not going to spend any time together at dl.”
"Melora," | repested. "It must befate.”
"What must be?"

"I've dways had a soft spot for naked srensnamed Melora," | said. "Purtiest namein the universe, if you
ask me"

"l didn't ask you," shesaid. "Now go away."
"| can't leaveyou to thislife of misery.”
"I'm délirioudy happy here)" ssid Meora. "'I've only been miserable for the past three minutes.”

"You'relooking at thisal wrong," | explained. "I'm in the hero business -- at least when | ain't running
from various gendarmes -- and that means one of thethings| do isrescue damselsin distress.”

"I'mnot _in_didress" sheindgsted. "Now leave me done.”
"How can | leaveyou done?' | said. "I'm inlove with you."
"Well, I'm_notinlovewith _you !" she shot back.

"That's because you don't hardly know me," | said. "After ten or twelve years of fun and hijinks together



youll fdl likeaton of bricks."
"What doesit take to make you leave?' she demanded.

| realized then that my approach had been al wrong, that she viewed me as just another unwashed and
uncouth member of her audience, so | figured it was probably time to display my class and erudition by
saying something poetic that would sweep her off her feet. | racked my mind trying to remember some of
the more touching love stories I'd read as an adolescent, and finally | hit upon aphrasethat | just knew
would win her over.

"Médora" | sad, placing ahand over my heart to indicate my sincerity, "my throbbing love engine cries
out for you."

"Y ou can take your throbbing love engine and shoveit!" she snarled.

"That'sexactly what | had inmind," | replied, pleased that my little ploy wasworking. "I'm glad to see
we'rethinking along the same lines™”

She stood up, walked to awall, took arobe off a hook, wrapped it around her, and faced me with her
hands on her hips. "I'm asking you for the last time: are you going to leave peacefully?*

"Peacefully, yes" | sad. "Alone, no."
"All right," she said. "But don't say you weren't warned.”

She opened her mouth and gave forth a scream that just got higher and higher and louder and louder.
Pretty soon the mirror cracked, and abunch of little glass doodads on the vanity shattered, and by the
time shereached M over High Q al thefillings had falen out of my teeth, and still she kept it up. | could
hear people howling in pain outside the tent, and then | couldn't hear nothing any more, and the next thing
| knew she was dgpping my face and telling me to wake up.

"What happened?’ | mumbled. All the porcelain dogs had shattered, so at least the experience wasn't a
totdl loss.

"They don't call methe Srren of Siversrike for nothing,” said Meorawith a satisfied look on her face.

"Okay, soyoureasdren,” | said, running my tongue gingerly over al the holesin my teeth. "What did you
have to do that for?'

"Because I'm not going anywhere, and you needed convincing."
"But why not?" | perssted.

Shedtared at me. "Because _I'm_ Old Doc Nebuchadnezzar. | _own_this show, and nothing pullsin
more money than the Siren of Silverstrike. Now do you understand?*

"Why didn't you just say sointhefirg place?’ | said. "'If you can't go, I'll just move in with you."
Thistime shehit H over high Z.
"I likeliving dlone," she said when sheld dapped me awake again.

"Y ou're one of the hardest ladies to romance that |'ve ever encountered,” | said. "But Catastrophe Baker
don't give up easy."



Wéll, she screamed three or four more times, and | kept passing out, and finally some of the townsfolk
came by and asked her to stop because she'd busted every window within three miles.

" Now_ will you leave?' she asked, staring a me when | woke up again.

"All right, dl right, | get the picture,” | said. "But the day will come when you'l regret throwing away such
aperfect and unsdfish love as I'm offering you in exchange for just fifty percent of the carniva's take.”

But nothing could budge her, and | soon saw that I'd been blinded by her physical beauty, or maybe even
just by her dyejob, and after seeing adentist and getting my fillings replaced | went back out amongst the
gars, acouple of daysolder and alittle londlier and alot wiser.

Silicon Carny chuckled. "Now I'm starting to understand why they call you Catastrophe!” she said.

"There are other reasons just asvalid, Maam," said Baker, "and I'm sure the survivors could tell you al
about it -- if any of 'em have been released from their various hospitals.”

"Humans are dways taking and singing about unrequited love," complained Saharadd Rio.

"Of coursethey are,” said Achmed of Alphard, who was probably alittle less human than mogt. "It'sthe
maost ennobling emation of dl.”

"The mogt frugtrating, anyway," chimed in Three-Gun Max.

"But what good doesit do?' said Argyle, who was il gtting in acorner with the Reverend Billy Karma.
"When it'stimeto procreate, the femae comesin season, the malesfight for theright to perpetuate their
genes, and then dl isquiet until the next hurricane season.”

"That ain't exactly theway it workswith us," answered Baker.
"All right," amended Argyle. "The next planet-freezing blizzard. Big difference.

"You got part of it right,” said Bet-aaWorld O'Grady. "The males do fight for the femaes. Or sometimes,
likein the case of peoplelike our friend Baker here, just for the exercise.”

"Y ou think the females don't fight every bit as hard?' asked Sinderdlawith ady, knowing smile. "Were
just more subtle about it."

"With dl thisfighting, it'sawonder anyone hasthe energy to procreate,” said Argyle.
"It can get nasty," agreed Max. "To say nothing of avkward."

Suddenly the old man sitting by himsdf in the farthest corner spoke up. "What do you know about it?* he
demanded. "Hédll, what do any of you know? There's only oneword for it, and that's _tragic ."

"What's so tragic about sex?' asked Baker.

"I'm not talking about sex," said the old man. "I'm talking about love."

"Who are you, and what do you think you know about it?"

"My nameis Faraway Jones, and I've sought after it in its purest form for more than forty years.”

"Faraway Jones" exclaimed Nicodemus Mayflower. "Didn't | hear about you on BareimusV?"!



"Can't be the same Faraway Jones| heard about on Sparkling Blue," said Max.

"There was supposed to be a Faraway Jones on New Burma, out on the Rim," added Gravedigger
Ganes

"They wered|l me," said Jones. "I've been to dl three of those worlds, and maybe seven hundred more.”
"Areyou an explorer?' asked Big Red.

"No, though I've been thefirst to set foot on abunch of worlds."

"An adventurer?'

"Not on purpose, though I've had my share of them.”

"What then?" perssted Big Red.

"A searcher," answered Jones.

"For what?'

"Widl, now, that's my sad and tragic story."



