With the Knight Male (apologiesto Rudyard
Kipling)

Charles Sheffield

| received thefind payment this morning. To: Burmeister and Carver, Attorneys. Payable by: Joustin’
Time.

Logicdly, Wado should have signed the transfer dip. He deserves the money, far morethan | do. But
given his contusions, fractures, lacerations, and multiple body casts, heisin no position to sign anything.
Infact, al the negotiations, arguments, offers, and counteroffersto Joustin' Time had perforce to come
from me. But if Wado learns anything from his experience—doubtful, given his history—my extraeffort
on hisbehdf will bewel worthwhile.

| ought to have been suspicious at the outset, when Waldo drifted into my office from his next-door one,
preened, and said, "Got usaclient.”

"That'snice. Who ishe?"
"She. It'salady, Helga Svensen.”

| ought to have stopped it right there. Every man is entitled to hislittle weakness, but Waldo's track
record with women clients has been, to put it mildly, unfortunate.

On the other hand, dthough the love of money iswidely acknowledged to be the root of dl evil, the lack
of money isn't too good ether. Thelegd firm of Burmester and Carver—Waldo and me—was at the
time utterly broke.

| said, "What does this Helga Svensen want usto do?"

"Nothing difficult. Seems she'samagor player in the pre-Renai ssance tournaments that have been so big
recently. Therésaroya games next week at the Paladindrome on Vesta, and she wants our help with
her performance contract. She aso asked me to check out one of the accessories. Wantsto know if it
can be shipped legdly interplanet before she commitsto anything.”



| nodded. World-to-world tariff laws were a nightmare—or, seen from another point of view, aboon for
hungry attorneys.

"What isit thistime?' | said. "Bows, swords, tankards? Antique suits of armor? Jousting equipment?”

"None of them." Waldo helped himself to ahandful of chocolate malt balsstting inajar on my desk.
"Mainly, she'sinterested—mm—in the—mm—blagon.”

"Theflagons?"

"Naw." He had spoken with his mouth full, and was forced to pause and swallow before he could say,
"The dragon. Apparently it'sadifferent mode from what they've been using before. I'm going to meet
Helga Svensen over at Chimera Labs tomorrow morning and we're going to check it out together. Want
to come?"

| did not. The mindless rush of the biolabsto creete, through fancy DNA splicing, everything from
centaurs to basilisks to gryphons has never made sense to me. On the other hand, there is such athing as
due diligence. If we were going to object to—or press for—import/export restrictions on adragon, |
needed to take alook at one.

"What time?' | said.

"Nine o'clock. Nine o'clock sharp.”

"I'll be there

* % %

But | wasn't. An unpleasant conversation with our landlord concerning past-due office rental delayed me
and | did not reach the offices of Chimera Labs until nine-thirty. The aged derelict on duty at the desk
wore auniform as wrinkled and faded as he was. He cast one bleary-eyed look at me as| camein and
said, "Mister Carver? Y ou're expected. First room on the left. The brute'sin there.”

"Thedragon?'



He stared at me gloomily. "Nah. The dragon's straight ahead, but you can't seeit. You'reto go into the
room on the lft.”

In twenty years of legal practice | had heard Waldo called many names, but "brute” was not one of them.
Puzzled, | opened the indicated door.

The voice that greeted me was not Waldo's. It was a pleasant, musical baritone, haf an octave deeper
than his. That wasfair enough, because its owner was over two meterstal and topped Waldo by afull
haf-head.

Sheignored my arrival and went on reading doud. " "Article Twelve: Should a competitor fail to appear
at the alocated time for higher/its designated heet, semifind, or fina, he/she/it will losetheright to
compete further in the tournament, and will in addition forfeit prior cumulative earnings and/or prize
money, unless a claim of force majeure can be substantiated before an arbitration board approved by the
tournament officid s—you seg, it'sthis sort of blather that ties my head in knots—'in advance of the
participation of said competitor in any tournament event." Now what the devil doesthat mean?'

Waddo offered alawyer's nod of approbation. "Nice. It meansthat if you don't show up for an event, you
lose everything unless you can prove to them in advance that you couldn't possibly show up. Whichiis,
practically speaking, impossible” He had noticed my arriva, and turned to me. "Henry, thisisHelga
Svensen. Helga, thisismy partner, Henry Carver. Henry is an absolute master at reading the fine print of
acontract. If anyone can besat the written terms by using the contract's own words, he can.”

While Helga nodded down at me with what | sensed as a certain rationa skepticism, | took my chance
for an examination of our new client. She was more than just tall. She wore a scanty hdter of Lincoln
green that revealed breasts like apine dopes, shoulders wide enough to support aworld, and tattooed
armsthe size of my thighs. Her matching green skirt, shockingly short, ended high up on thighs as sturdy
and powerful asthe fabled oaks of Earth. Wado isasubstantial man and his recent dieting efforts had
been adisaster, but | have to say that next to Helga Svensen he resembled a sun-starved weed.

Her mind was till on the contract. She flourished the offending document and said, "And thisbit is
nothing like the usud agreement. “Article Seventeen. Any bonafide member of a participating team, such
representative or representatives to be termed hereinafter collectively the contestant, may enter into
single combat with the dragon. Should the contestant day or otherwise defeat the dragon, the contestant
will win the Grand Prize; should the dragon day the contestant, al prize money aready won by the
contestant will be forfeited. In the event of the smultaneous death of both dragon and contestant, the
dragon will be deemed the winner.'"

"Sounds clear enough to me," Wado said. "Y ou kill the dragon and survive, you win big. What'swrong
with that?"



"It'stoo generous." Helgawore her hair in long, golden plaits. They swayed about her plump pink cheeks
as she shook her head. "They offer a Grand Prize a every tournament, and nobody haswon oneinfive
years—which ishow long Joustin' Time has been in business. But the prize has never been for
dragon-daying, which isn't too hard. That's the other reason I'm here. | want a sneak preview of the
dragon." She glanced at amassveleft wrist seeking anonexistent watch. "What timeisit?”

"Nine-forty-five," Waldo said.

"Then hell be there. Come on—quietly, now."

She opened asmall door at the back of the room, lowered her head, and squeezed through. About to
follow her into adark and narrow corridor, | hesitated and turned to Waldo.

"Isthisgoing to be safe? | mean, adragon. . ."

"Oh, I'm sure we can trust Helga. Come on." He ducked through.

Wasthisrealy Wado Burme ster, aman nervous in the presence of toy poodles and somnolent cats? |
followed him, wondering about hisinteraction with Helga Svensen before | arrived.

| didn't wonder long because other concernstook center stage. The dark corridor ran for about fifteen
meters and ended in agreet, dimly-lit chamber. | couldn't see much at firt, but asmell like amixture of
ammoniaand sulfur made my nostrilswrinkle. | heard awhisper ahead of me, answered in Helgals soft
baritone. She handed something to adark figure who at once dipped away into the gloom.

Helgaturned to me and Wado. "Right, we're promised five minutes. Let's take a peek.”

| wasn't sure | wanted to. As my eyes adjusted, a shape was coming into focus by the far wal. It was
hunched and enormous, at least seven feet high and thirty feet long. | saw scaled legslike tree trunks
ending in feet equipped with gleaming talons, awrinkled body the sze of an upturned rowing boat, a
long, barbed tail, and a crocodile head. As| watched, two pairs of batlike wings on each side of the
body moved dowly up and down in abreathing rhythm. The whole thing was absolutdly terrifying.



"Strange," Helgasaid in apuzzled voice. "Looks just like the dragon they used in the last tournament. |
killed that one mysdf, with a spear thrust to one of its hearts—but there was no Grand Prize offered for
doing it. What game are the crooks at Joustin' Time playing now? 1 wonder if theré's something in the
contract that says you can't wear armor when you fight the dragon?”

She made no effort to keep her voice down and the dragon heard her. The barrel-sized head with its
great jaws turned in our direction. Green eyes blinked open.

Waldo stayed at Helga's side, but | began to back away nervoudly.

"It'sdl right,” Helgasaid. "Y ou're quite safe, becauseit's chained up. Y ou can see thefetters on each leg
and around the body."

While she was still spesking, aroaring sound filled the air. Two railing clouds of blue flame emerged from
the dragon's nostrils and streaked in our direction. They narrowly missed Waldo and Helga, came close
enough to meto singe my trousers, and incinerated the lesther briefcase that | was holding. | dropped the
smoking debrisasHelgasaid, "So that'sit!"

She sounded ddlighted as she went on, "It'sared first. They've talked about flame-breathing dragonsin
the gamesfor years, but they never worked. The last one got the hiccups and blew itsdlf to bits during the
opening ceremonies.”

"You planto fight that thing?' | said, as| tried to remember what had been in my briefcase. The only
thing | was sure of was asandwich.

"Not me." Helgagave abooming laugh, reached down, and patted out the glowing remnants of my case
with one enormous bare hand. "Not now that | know what it can do. I'm not crazy, you know! Thistime
I'll just do the jousting and the hand-to-hand combat. | aways do well with those."

| could believe that, even without asurvey of the competition. As she bent over, sinewslike ship's cables
gorang into view in her amsand legs.

"But you'll seefor yoursdlf," shewent on, "at the tournament. Now, | got what | camefor, and | haveto
be going. Lotsto do!" Sheled the way out of the dragon chamber and dumped a sheaf of papersinto my
hand as we reentered the front room. "Here's the contract. After what Waldo told me about you and
your fine-print reading, | know you'l find away around al the weasd-wording. Seeyou at the royal

gamed



She was gone, with aflash of bare limbs and the swirl of air that denoted the presence of alarge moving
meass. | turned on Wado. "At the games? What did you tell her? What did you agree to?"

Hewasn't looking a me. He was staring raptly after Helga.

"lsn't she the most gorgeous thing you ever saw in your life?' he said. "Those blue eyes, that perfect
complexion. Did you see those cute dimples? On her face, too. It seems a shame to take payment for
services from someone so wonderful.”

Wado'slittle weakness. He was smitten—again. It wastimeto tear up the contract, give back the fee,
find a plausible excuse for non-performance, and make sure that we didn't go within amillion miles of
Helga Svensen and the Joustin' Time tournament.

Why didn't | follow my own sound ingtincts? Because our landlord had told me that he would wait at our
office for payment and if he didn't get it he was going to crack my skull? Because when Wado wasin
love, nothing in the known universe could prevent the romance from running its natura or unnatural
course? Because Wado was holding in his hand Helga's check for our services, more money than we
had seen in months?

Yes, certainly. All of those.

But also because, after meeting Helga, | could see no way that anyone else in the games had a prayer of
beating her. She was a shoo-in, an absolute cert. When we had paid the rent, afair amount of Helga's fee
would be left over. Back her to win at the jousting, take those winnings with reverse odds that she would
decline to fight the dragon (there is no subgtitute for insde information), and watch our initid investment
compound to the skies. . . .

| could seeit, | could fed it, already | could taste the celebratory champagne.

As| was saying, every man has hislittle weskness.

* * %

Until forty years ago, Vestawas anowhere place. Plenty of volatiles and afew hundred kilometers
across, but still with surface gravity so low you could spit at escape velocity.



The gravity generators changed all that. Now Vesta, like much of the Asteroid Bdlt, was primered
edtate. Add in the Vestans liberd lawstoward physical violence, and the Pal adindrome had become one
of the system's top sports venues.

Waldo, of course, wanted nothing better when we arrived at the 'drome than to seek out the divine
Helga. | left him at the competitors enclosure and set off on my own little excursion. | had caled up the
generd plan of the Paladindrome on our trip from the Moon, and found that during thefirst haf of the
roya gamesthe sword fighting, archery, and jousting would be the main atractions. They were al to take
place on acentral strip of beaten earth within the main ova of the 'drome, a straightway two hundred
meterslong and about fifty meterswide. All around theinterior of the oval, temporary structures were
being installed to support specia needs. At this end of the strip were the armorers tents, the stables, the
slversmiths, the food concessions, the sdeshows, and the competitors private enclosure. | noticed that
the dragon had his own awning and cage just beyond the end of the jousting strip, right next to the
competitors.

| dso noticed that, dthough occasiondly goaded by employees of Joustin' Time, the dragon did not
belch fire. It did not, in fact, do much of anything. Someone must be keeping the beast high on
tranquilizers and low on methane until the second half of the games.

A deceptive practice, but it was working. Competitors strolled up, examined and occasiondly poked the
dragon with amace or the blunt end of a pike, and a once went off to Sign up for the great
Say-the-Dragon event.

The scene was colorful and chaotic, and it seemed likely to become more so once the tournament
actually started. The competitors might be all female, but the workers and hangers-on were not. | saw a
woman arguing furioudy with an artificer wearing acloth apron. As| walked by she ripped off her meta
breast plate and threw it to the ground.

"Look at 'em,” she screamed. "L ook what it's doing to 'em. What do you think you are, alemon
sgueezer? How am | supposed to fight for three daysinside that thing?"

He growled back, "That's the size you told me." He reached a blackened hand toward her exposed
anatomy. "If | wasto hammer the metal out right here—"

"Touch that and you're dead!"

| averted my gaze and walked on. My own interests lay at the other end of the jousting strip, apart of the
ova where you would find the seamier sSide of the tournament.



Thefirst section | reached was home to the drinking tents. Judging from the sounds that came out of them
they were dready doing athriving business. Fifty yards farther on, in the Free-For-All, | was accosted
half adozen times by beauties of every sex. | politely refused their service, including that of awoman who
somehow realized that | was alawyer and offered me "a contingency-basis go as a professiond

courtesy.” Their advances were mildly annoying—but not nearly asirritating aswhat | found when | came
to Bettors Row. There learned that shopping for odds would not be possible at the tournament.
Joustin' Time controlled every betting station!

When you have no choice, you do what you haveto. | went to one of the terminas and entered the
name, Helga Svensen. The reply came back, No such competitor .

It was prepogterous. | knew for afact that she was competing in the jousting—I had seen, read, and
approved her entry form. It took assistance from a cheerful lady bettor wearing a hat with the printed
motto, THE WAGES OF SN ISDEBT, to help me ouit.

"Helga Svensen,” she said. "Oh, she fightsin these games as the Warrior Queen. She's very good, but
me, | fancy the Iron Maiden. Moretricky."

| was already making acomplex cascade bet for heats, semifinas, and fina on the Warrior Queen, with a
double on jousting and aparald reverse bid for no dragon, so | didn't listen to her very closdly. | vaguely
pitied the Iron Maiden if she had to face Helga, and went on with my bet. A bet, | might add, at lousy
odds. Joustin' Time not only controlled this part of the action, the odds that they offered guaranteed a
substantia fraction of the stake for themsdlves. Also, to limit their possible lossesthey put aceiling on bet
rollover a eighty percent of winnings.

Even so, when you roll eighty percent of winnings back each timeinto anew stake, the total return grows
fast. | made anote of thefina payout and decided that Waldo and | were going to berich. Of course,
Helgahad to win, but that was aforegone conclusion.

As| wasreceiving my bet confirmation, my neighbor nudged me. "Want to change your mind? That'sthe
Iron Maiden over there."

Four terminas down, placing abet of her own, stood an enormous black-haired woman. Studying her
powerful frame | felt amoment of doubt. | stepped closer, made a point-by-point physical comparison
from her bare toesto her braided crown, and was reassured. The Iron Maiden was big, no doubt about
it; but Helga could take her.



My detailed inspection was unfortunately subject to misinterpretation. The Iron Maiden smiled down at
me and clasped my arm in a powerful hand.

"You're new here, aren't you?' she said in astrong Scots accent. Y ou're a sweet-looking wee man. If
you'reinterested in me you should speak up, an' we could find a private game of our own. | bet you
never played "hide the scepter.’ Y ou'd make afineroyd prince."”

| made unintelligible gobbling noises, retrieved my arm, and fled to the rel ative safety of the wild animal
show.

A wasted opportunity to play the prince, get close to Helga's top competition, learn her strengths and
weaknesses, and adjust my bet accordingly?

Y ou must bejoking. It's momentslike thisthat prove I'm not acompulsive gambler.

* * %

Joustin' Time may be run by abunch of mercenary rogues, but one reason for their successisthat they
attend to detalls. The opening ceremony was apageant in itsdf, flagsflying bravely in the (artificid)
breeze, heraldic trumpets blaring, false sun high in the 'drome's fase blue sky, redl hawthorn trees
blooming al around the ova, and pipersin full regaiamarching up and down. Thefina event of the
opening was amassed parade of the competitors, four hundred brawny women kicking up the dust,
strutting dong clad in bright metal and little else. Had Wado not been dready inlove, | think hewould
have died of asurfeit. Asit was, he and | stood together among the spectators and agreed that evenin
such company Helgastood out for her size, power and vitality.

Thefirst event wasthe individua sword fights. | have no taste for combat, and the sight of blood makes
me week at the knees. | took astroll. | had to go al the way to the outer perimeter of the Paladindrome
before the bloodthirsty howls and screams of the warriors behind me faded into the background. When |
reached thewall it was a shock to look beyond the 'drome and see the surface of Vesta curving rapidly
away, astark and barren jJumble of boulders, shadowed cliffs, and a handful of busy mining robots. The
builders of the 'drome had made a wise choice when they decided that the areawithin would be asflat as
the surface of Earth and aslittle like the Asteroid Belt as possible. | stood for along time, the scenesin
front of and behind me athousand years gpart.

When | returned, the tag-team sword fights were finishing and the dusty surface was being sprayed with
water in preparation for the archery contests. | checked the scoreboards, keeping awary eye open for
off-the-mark practice arrows. As| had hoped and anticipated, Helgawas performing magnificently. She
had ripped through the heets, semifinas, and finalsin short order, and stood in first place. Our winnings
had aready rolled over into her next event. Since Helga scorned al forms of entertainment involving no
contact with the adversary, she had skipped the archery. | did the same, heading past the archers toward
the tent where Helga should be preparing hersdf for the jousting.



At the end of thefield | found the Iron Maiden in my path, grimy and sweaty and sitting cross-legged on
the grass. | would have ignored her, but she was having none of that.

"Now then, my prince," she said, as| waswalking past. "I've abone to pick with you. You led meon
before. Y ou didn't tell me that you were sweet on Helga."

| had to stop at that. "Helga Svensen? I'm not sweet on her. Whatever made you think that?"

"I saw you during the parade. Y ou hardly took your eyes off her."

"That's because | put abet on her." | felt obliged to add, "And you're mixing me up with my partner,
Waldo. He hasthisthing for her, he'sthe one who watches her dl thetime.”

"No more than natura. She's a beautiful woman an' avery worr-thy opponent, an' she deserves alot of
respect.” The Iron Maiden rose to her knees. "So you're not her feller, then. What's your name?”

"Henry. Henry Carver.”

"An'I'm FloraMcTavish. | think you an' me could be guid friends." She turned and leaned her body
forward away from me. "For agtart, would you grab my cuirass?'

"l beg your pardon?’

She pointed to a sort of leather breastplate sitting on the ground afew feet in front of her. "My cuirass. |
cannaquite reach it from here. Aye, and my greaves and cuish gtting next to it, if you wouldn't mind. It's
time| got my things together and went over to the competitors area”

The bits and pieces she asked for weighed aton, and | wished that the designers of Vestasloca gravity
control had cut afew corners. Floratook the armor from me one-handed and with no sign of effort. "Will
ye be seeing Helgaan' your friend, then?”

"I'm on my way there now."



"Then mebbe ye can give her this, as my tribute to agreat competitor.” She reached into her generous
cleavage and pulled out asilver flask. "Pure mat whiskey, thirty-five yearsold an' wi' atasteto make a
dead man dance."

| was more than happy to have areason to escape. The flask went into my pocket and | was away.
Hora caled something about getting together later, but | paid little attention. | was looking ahead, seeking
Helgas colorsin among hundreds of others.

| didn't seethem. What | did see was Waldo, sitting Smpering outside one of the tents.
"WherésHelga?' | said as| cameupto him.

He nodded toward the flap. "Inside. She's putting her armor on—and she promised that after the jousting
| can help her to takeit off."

"Thisisfrom one of her friends." | held out the flask of whiskey. "I'll just giveit to her."
Wado was having none of that. "I'll giveit to her. Youwait here.”

He tapped on the cloth flap of the tent, waited about five milliseconds, and disappeared inside. | heard an
exclamation, agiggle, and some whispering. About a minute later Waldo emerged.

" She says shelll have adrop now, and share any that'sleft with us after the jousting. She asked usto go
now and make sure her horseis saddled and ready."

| couldn't tell if ahorse saddle was put on backwards or perhaps even upside down, while Wado makes
me appear as an equestrian expert. But apparently Helgals word was law. We headed off together
toward the stables.

" She asked who gave you the whiskey," Wado said when we were halfway there. "But | couldn't tell
her."



"| should have goneinto thetent. | could have told her who it came from.”

"Well, you never told me."

"Y ou never asked."

"You ill could have mentioned it."

"l didn't see any reason to.” Rather than bickering indefinitely, | added, "The whiskey came from a
woman caled Flora."

"Never heard of her." Wado was sulking.

" She doesn't use that name as a competitor. She fights asthe Iron Maiden.”

Wado stopped in midstep. "Areyou sure it came from the Iron Maden?"

"Podtive. She handed the flask to me hersdlf."

"But the Iron Maiden isin second place to Helga. Didn't you see the scoreboard? They're very close,
and that meansthey'll meet as opponentsin the jousting.”

We gtared at each other for afraction of a second, then set off for Helgalstent at arun.

| arrived four steps ahead of Waldo, barged in without asking, and was relieved to see the giant figure of
Helgasitting over by the far wall. She leaned againgt atent pole, and her armor was spread on the floor
in front of her.

"It'sdl right," | saidto Wddo asherushed in. "Shes—"

Her eyes were closed. She had not moved.



Waldo howled. "She's dead!”

"No." | could see she was breathing. " She'sdrugged.” | picked up the flask and shook it. Half empty.
"Come on, we have to wake her up.”

Waldo had subsided to thefloor in hisrdlief. "No need for that. She can deep it off."

Sometimes | wonder which universe Wado livesin. | glanced a my watch. "In haf an hour, Helgahasto
take part in the jousting. We have dl our money on her towin.”

"What about the sword fight winnings?"

"Article Twelve: Should acompetitor fail to gppear at the allocated time, blah-blah-blah—unlessHelga
fightsthe Iron Maiden, welose afortune.”

"She can't fight. Look at her.”

Helgawas snoring peacefully, her mouth open to reved pearly and perfect teeth.

"Shehasto," | said grimly. "Comeon."

For the next five minutes we tried shouting, pinching, pouring cold water on her head, burning cloth under
her nose. Not atwitch. After we tried and failed to lift her to her feet, so that we could walk her up and
down thetent, | redlized that Waldo was right. Helga couldn't fight.

We were doomed.

| paced up and down the tent myself. We had twenty minutes. Helga had to fight.

But Helgadidn't haveto win. All she had to do was appear. If she fought and lost, we would still have



twenty percent of our winnings, the amount they refused to let usroll over into the next bet.

| turned to Wa do. "Come on. We have to do this quickly.”

"Dowhat?'

"Get you into Helgalsarmor. Y ou haveto fight in her place.”

"You heard." | handed him the helmet. "'Y ou don't have to fight well. It's enough just to show up.”

"I can't pretend I'm Helga. | look nothing like her. For heaven's sake, Henry, | have a mustache.”

"You'l beingde her suit of armor, with avisor covering your face. Therewon't be aninch of you
showing."

"Then why don't youdoit?"

"I'm not haf her size. I'd rattle around inside her armor like apeain acan. For you, though, it won't bea
bed fit."

"Henry, you've gone mad. | can't doit." Hefolded hisarms. "1 won't do it.”

Twenty minutes. Fortunes have been made in twenty minutes, empires|log, cities destroyed, whole
nations doomed or saved.

| sat down opposite Wado. After five yearsin law school and four timesthat as a practicing attorney, it
was time to see how much | had learned of the gentle arts of persuasion.

| began, "Think how grateful Helgawill be. . ."



He didn't look bad, not bad at all.

Admittedly—I squinted into the sun—Wa do was close to two hundred meters away at the other end of
the straightway, so that the finer details of the way he sat on the horse were probably lost to me. | hoped
he had paid attention to my last cautionary words. "Don't say aword to anyone, no matter who they are.
After thejousting isdone, ride thisway. I'll take care of the horse, you go back inside the tent and take
off thearmor. If anyone comesin after that, you tell them Helga needed to deep after ahard day.”

It might work. It could work. Waldo just had to ride the length of the field without faling off, then he
would be back at the exhibit area where he had started. The competitors tents were close by, and
Helga's was near the front. He could ride the horseright up toit.

| hoped that he could see. Helgals armor had been made for her, half ahead taller. Stretching up ashigh
as he could, Wado had been able to get one of hiseyesleve with anose hole. He had complained about
that quite abit. On the other hand, what did he need to see? The horses had been trained well, and |
knew from watching previous contestants that a straight path was the easiest onefor theanima.

The Iron Maiden would start from close to where | stood. | wished | could see the expression on the
face behind the visor. There had been no more of the "fine sweet prince” talk, and my bet wasthat she
was scowling and wondering where her plan to nobble Helga had failed.

The blue flag was dowly being raised. When it fluttered down, the two contestants would begin to ride
toward each other, first at acanter and then at afull gdlop.

There was one other detail that | preferred not to think about. Each rider was armed with alance about
twenty-five feet long. Even after watching some of the other jousters, | didn't know how the cumbersome
thing was supposed to be supported. | findly lashed Waldo's weapon to the saddle in one place and
tucked the rounded haft between hisarm and breastplate. The chance that he would hit anything with it
was negligible, but at least the point could not drop too far and convert the event to the pole vaullt.

The chance that the Iron Maiden would damage Waldo was another matter. | had downplayed the risk,
telling him that no one in the jousting had been killed. | did not mention that there had been a couple of
very violent dismounts. It would only send him off on another tirade of protest.

The blue flag was starting down. That made little difference, because Waldo's horse had decided to use
its own best judgment on the matter and started to canter forward afew seconds earlier.



| heard aloud curse from insde the helmet of the Iron Maiden. She dug her hedlsinto her own horse and
it whinnied and jerked forward.

The crowd became silent, the only sound the thundering hooves. It did not take a connoisseur to detect a
certain difference of styles between the two contestants. The Iron Maiden sat rock-steady on her horse
and thetip of her lance moved asthough it wasfixed to agtraight line pardle to the ground.

By contrast, | could see occasiona daylight between Waldo and his saddle. The end of hislance
described random motion within avertica circle twenty-five feet ahead of him. Theradius of that circle
increased as the horse moved from a canter to afull galop.

| had never before realized how fast horses can run. The horsesthat | bet on seldom seem to manage
more than an arthritic crawl toward the winning post. But Waldo and the Iron Maiden were approaching
each other at an impossible speed.

They were forty meters spart—twenty—a crash of metal—they were somehow past each other, and the
spectators were screaming in horror. Thetip of the Iron Maiden's lance had struck Waldo squarely in the
middle of hishelmet, ripping it loose from the rest of hisarmor. Asthe helmet rolled away acrossthedirt,
the headless knight galloped on.

Rode toward me. Rode straight at me. As| threw mysdlf out of the way, convinced that the decapitated
rider was about to lance Helga as she lay deeping inside her tent, the horse a the last moment veered off.
The lance leading the way, horse and burden missed the competitors enclosure and plunged into the next
one.

| couldn't see behind the awning separating the enclosures, but the noise that reached me was frightful.

* * %

It took a couple of weeks to arrange the hearing, long enough for Waldo to be out of the hospital. He
claimed that he ought to come to court and present part of our arguments, but | dissuaded him on the
grounds that his broken and wired jaw denied him his customary verba clarity.

Therest of his head wasintact. Unable to maintain ahigh enough position in Helgals suit when on
horseback, he had dipped down to peer out through adlit in the neck piece. He had been untouched by
the lance that removed the hdmet, but the force of hisfind collison did consderable damage.



| expected to be alonein the court, except for the judge and the team of seven attorneys representing
Joustin' Time. When | heard another group of people dip into the back as the proceedings began, | was
too busy listening to the Joustin' Time clamsto take notice of new arrivals.

Their list of purported offenses and damages was impressive. The lead atorney, Duncan Whiteside, a
man of earnest demeanor and awkward body language, took four and ahaf hoursto ddiver it, but |
could boil everything down to this:

* Messrs. Burmeister and Carver had illegally taken

part in atournament organized by Joustin' Time.

* Messrs. Burmeister and Carver had by their
actionsforced cancellation of thejousting
contest.

* Messrs. Burmeister and Carver, by killing the
tournament dragon, had forced the cancellation

of the entire second half of the program.

Both compensatory and punitive damages were sought.

When Duncan Whiteside finally dribbled to a hdt, Judge Solomon looked a me and said, ™Y ou may now
respond to these charges.”

"Thank you, Y our Honor. | will be brief.”

| had seen the judge's eyes rolling during the previous presentation. Hubert Solomon was aman of
famoudy few words, and he admired the sametrait in others. | figured | had five good minutesand | did
not intend to go a second over.

"Your Honor," | said, "I would draw your attention to Exhibit Seven, the contract between Helga
Svensen and Joustin' Time Enterprises.”



"l haveit.

"Article Nineteen, paragraph four, clausefive. Let meread it doud, sncethe print isawfully smdl. "The
terms and conditions of this contract will apply in toto to any designated representative of the
contractor.’ Y our honor, Burmeister and Carver are designated representatives of Helga Svensen. My
colleague, Wado Burme ster, represented Helga Svensen in the jousting tournament. | would smply
make the comment that were an attorney not deemed to be a designated representative of aclient, the
entirelega profession would beirreparably damaged.”

"Y our point is noted. Continue.”

"Burmeister and Carver, jointly and severaly, had no part in the decision to cancel thejousting
tournament. Therefore we cannot be regarded as responsible for such adecison.”

"Noted. Continue."

"Now, asto the dragon—"

"Objection!” Naturdly, from Duncan Whitesde.

Judge Solomon had an odd frown on hisface as he stared at me. "Mr. Carver, thisis a serious matter. |
hope that you are not proposing to argue that Mr. Burmeister did not kill the dragon.”

"Not at dl. Your Honor, itisacentra point of our argument that Mr. Burme ster's lance undeniably killed
the dragon. Now let me draw your attention to Article Seventeen of the contract. Again | quote: “"Any
bona fide representative of a participating team, such representative or representatives to be termed
hereinafter collectively the contestant, may enter into single combat with the dragon. Should the
contestant day or otherwise defeat the dragon, the contestant will win the Grand Prize." Since Mr.
Burmeister was a representative of Helga Svensen, and killed the dragon, the Grand Prize should be
peic—"

"Objection!" The lead attorney for Joustin' Time was on hisfeet. "Y our Honor, the dragon was adeep
when Mr. Burmeidter killed it."



"Mr. Whiteside, you must alow Mr. Carver to finish his sentences, otherwise—"

"Y our Honor, the dragon-daying part of the tournament had not even begun.”

"Mr. Whitesde, you must dso dlow me to finish my sentences." Hubert Solomon was enjoying the
tusde. Otherwise he would have bitten off Duncan Whiteside's head. He nodded to me. "Mr. Carver,
proceed.”

"Thank you. Y our Honor, | have little to add. Nothing in the contract mentions the time or circumstances
in which the dragon must be dain in order for a contestant to win the Grand Prize. Mr. Burmeister dew
the dragon, and therefore won the Grand Prize. The amount owed to usis given in Exhibit Two."

"Very good." The judge abruptly stood up. "1 now cdl aten-minute recess.”

He swept out. | knew where he was going—to private chambers for agood laugh.

| felt an urge to do the same. | headed for the exit, carefully avoiding the dismayed eyes of the Joustin’
Time team. They were not complete fools. They knew they had ten minutes to agree among themselves
on the terms of amediated settlement.

Near the door | came to the group of people who had arrived late. It offered the impression of agroup,
but actually it was just Hlga Svensen and FloraMcTavish.

Together! Clad today in light, springtime armor, they sat Side by side smiling at the world.

"Mr. Carver." Helgareached out and enveloped my hand in hers. ™Y ou were brilliant, totaly brilliant.”

"You were." Horabeamed at me. "Helgatold meyou'd do it, but | didn't see how. Youreagenius!”

"Not redly.” | coughed modestly. "It'sfar from over, you know. And dl | did was read thefine print."

"But how you read it!" Horas eyeswere shining. "Would you be willing to read my fine print?'



While | was pondering the possible implications of that question, Helgastood up. "I'm going to leave the
two of you to talk. Isit too soon for meto go and see Wado?"

| thought of my partner, splinted and swathed from head to toe. In his present condition | didn't think that
even Waldo could get into too much trouble. ™Y ou can go and see him,” | said, "but you won't see much
of him."

"I'll tell him things are going well." She thundered out, shaking the floor with her girlish tread.

| turned to Flora. "I don't understand. She brought you here. She's talking to you.”

"Of course sheis. Helgaand | are best friends.”

"But you drugged her and tried to kill her!"

"Oh, nonsense. Drugged her awee hit, aye, but that'sal in the game. | knew it wasn't Helga, the minute |
saw that lance wobbling about. | thought she was snoring in her tent, and somebody had tied a stuffed
dummy up there on her horse.”

Stuffed, perhaps, and far too frequently for someone on a perennid diet; but Wado was no dummy.

"Theres abig tournament coming up on Ceres,”" FHorawent on. "I'd like you to be there with me.”

| could not talk any longer. A buzz of activity at the front of the room announced that Judge Solomon had
entered and Duncan Whitesde was dready stepping toward him, an anxious expression on hisface.

| ran for the steps, caling over my shoulder, "Go there, and do what?"

| think that Flora, behind me, said, "Read my fine print." But it sounded an awful lot like, "Bemy fine
prince”



