Once upon atime a man named Frank Stockton wrote a quite
short tale destined to become immortal. It was The Lady or The
Tiger? and which one the hero chose was left to the reader to
decide. Robert Young does not avoid such issues in this futuristic
version of Stockton's story. Instead, he plunges you right down
onto the deadly floor of the . ..
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T HE Lady Bri-laithe was famed for her beauty throughout the planet-satrapy of Ingeell, of which her
father, Feidlich the Rampant, was satrap. She claimed that on her late mother's side she could trace her
geneology back to Homebase, and that her pedigree was responsible for her pulchritude. However, as
the ancient Homebase colonists who had origindly settled on Ingcdl and intermarried with the natives had
been exceedingly few in number, the Lady Bri-laithe's clam was generaly doubted.

Among the most recent to doubt it was taxfaxman Jaskar Prell, the Homebase auditor-at-large who
had cometo Ingcell to audit the satrapy's taxfaxscreens for the. Erthempire fiscal-period that had begun
July 1, 2340 A.D. and ended July 1, 2350 A.D. He doubted it even more after he met the Lady
Bri-laithe in person at the banquet which the satrgp held in his honor, and more yet when he danced with
her afterward in Feidlich's block-long ballroom. "Beauty too rich for use, for Homebase too dear,” were
the words he spoke to her at the measures end. "It isnot for you, my Lady,” he continued afew
moments later as they stepped through the self-actuating French doorway that led to the satrap's fabled
garden, "to endeavor to validate your claim that Homebase isthe origin of your genedlogica line, but for
Homebase gratefully to acknowledge the vaidity of that claim whether it be valid or not.”

Ingcdl's summer sky was bedecked in dl its stdlar finery, and awarm wind was sghing up from the
south, bringing with it faint but fragrant evidence of the distant regain farms where the bright-blue blooms
that had made the planet famous throughout the galaxy and that had given it one of the most enviable
economic raingsin the Erthempire were robotically cultivated. The garden was afaryland of fountains
and flowers, of statues and serpentine paths. Beauty such asthe Lady Bri-laithe's prospered in such a
setting. Lithe yet curvaceous of figure, savage yet classic of face, she was an Ingcellian goddess
incarnate. Add to these attributes apair of large and luminous eyes the hue of golden grain and awealth
of lustrous hair the shade of midnight skies, and it becomes possible to understand why Jaskar Prell, a
cynic with regard to al things and to love in particular, wasin the process of being consumed by adesre
such as he had never dreamed could exist.

THE Lady Bri-laithe seated hersdlf on amarble bench flanked by marble Ingcdllian tigersand
backgrounded by trellised Ingcellian roses. She arranged the lower section of her blue brocaded gownin
such away asto present her figure at its best and smultaneoudy to indicate to Prell that he wasinvited to
St ascloseto her as protocol permitted. After Prell accepted the invitation, she said, "The proof of my
Homebase ancestry liesnot in my face, Jaskar Prell, but in my heart. Ever sincel first viewed a
geographi-tape of the planet and saw the mountains and the seas and the mega opolises | have known a
nostalgia so acute that Ingcellian landscapes seem to me as vapid and as col orless as week-old wine.”

"Y ou would like to go there then, my Lady?"

"Nay—I would liketo live there, Jaskar Prell. And | would be living there this very moment, were it
not for Homebase's selfishness.™



"Our immigration law does not stem from selfishness, my Lady Bri-laithe. Nor doesthe
anti-miscegenation law that walks hand in hand with it. Both arise from the inductable fact that
Homebase's population figures preclude the naturaization of even one satrapy subject, no matter how
competent he—or how comely she—may be. But we do not turn visitors away from our azure door, my
Lady, and asubject of your illustrious standing could obtain, merdly for the asking, a passport granting
her Homebase residence for a whole year.”

The Lady Bri-laithes right thumb and ring-finger executed a deft and disdainful fillip. "A year indeed!
And what would | do afterward, Jaskar Prell? Return to a home-planet that had bored me to distraction
before | had even Ieft it? No, Jaskar Prell, if | am to be denied the entire cake; then | want no part of the
crumbs of consolation.”

At thisjuncture, atall young man wearing the Slvered dress-whites of ahigh court-officia entered the
garden, bringing with him, through the opening and closing French doors, severd bars of Ingedl's nationa
wadtz. He was Donn Deska, the PR-man to whom Feidlich had entrusted the care and the feeding and
the entertaining of the auditor-at-large. He was d o, Prell knew, the chief candidate for the Lady
Bri-laitheshand. If Prell hadn't known this, he would have guessed it ingtantly from the expression that
touched the PR-man's ferocious yet somehow senstive face at the Sght of the Lady Bri-laithe sitting
virtudly in another man'sarms.

Hadting severd feet from the bench, Deskasaid, "My most abject apologiesfor thisintrusion,
Honorable Prell. But in keeping with the wishes of his Eminence, the satrap of Ingcell, | have prepared an
itinerary for the remainder of your stay hereand | would liketo brief you onit at your earliest
convenience.”

Prell nodded. "Proceed then, Donn Desire.”

FROM the breast pocket of his silvered coat the PR-man withdrew a small notebook. Opening i,
he began, "'In the morning, Honorable Prell, it will be my privilege to conduct you through the TaxFax
Building where, it isto be hoped, you will find taxfax-screensin accord with your eidetic records.
Following your examination of the screens, it will next be my privilege to escort you, early inthe
afternoon, to the Arena of Decisions, where an accused murderer will beon tria for hislife and where
you may observe our Smple system of justicein action. It will next be my privilegeto escort you via
jettrain to the southern province of Teichid, there to conduct you viamech-safari into the jungle where,
on thefollowing day, professiond beaterswill supply you with as many antel opes as you may wish to gun
down. After the hunt, we will return to the capitd city, whereupon theitinerary will be both extended and
diversified, should, you elect to remain in the satrapy in excess of the estimated two days which you
requested of the port authority when you berthed your ship. | trust that these arrangementswill be
satisfactory, Honorable Prell?"

"They will,' Prell said, "after they have been dtered in two respects. Firdt, | want the Lady Bri-laithe
to accompany uson our Vvist to the Arena of Decisons and afterward on our excursion to Teichid.
Provided, of course," he added, turning toward the lady in question, "thisis agreeable to you, my Lady
Bri-laithe”

Lush lasheslowered briefly over golden orbs of eyes. "It ismost agreegble, Jaskar Prell.”

"Second,” Prell went on, returning his gaze to Deska, "I will conduct my audit of the taxfaxscreens,
not tomorrow morning, but tonight" He got to hisfeet, took the Lady Bri-laithe's hands, and pulled her up
beside him. "Hence, my Lady Bri-laithe, with your permission | will now take my leave, in order thet the
officid part of my visit may be consummated forthwith, thereby freeing my mind of business matters, and
enabling me to contemplate mattersthat are closer to my heart.”

She squeezed his hands ever so dightly before she freed her own, and he knew that half the battle
waswon. "Very well, Honorable Prel. | will return to the balroom and tell the musiciansto cease their
airs, after which I will retire for the night, in order that tomorrow can be made to come the faster.”

After she disappeared beyond the French doors, Prell turned toward Deska. The PR-man's face had



falen apart, and he wasin the midst of putting it back together again. "If you will be so kind asto lead the
way, Donn Deska?"'
"Thisway, Honorable Prell. We will take my jetabout.”

NEXT to the satrap's palace, which covered six acres of once-fertile land, the Ingcellian Taxfax
Building wasthe largest structure in the satrapy. Computers took up most of the space, but there was till
enough left over to afford the taxfax-screen room the dimensions of a star-port terminal. The screens
werethree feet in width, extended from floor to celling, and covered every square inch of wall space,
save for the areas alotted for the two doorways—the roya one, which Prell and Deska used, and the
all-purpose one, which the cybermen used.

There was a cyberman for every six screens. Most of them were bleary-eyed, having just |eft their
beds in response to Desire's summons. All of them, wide-awake and bleary-eyed dike, were
white-faced and trembling. This came as no surpriseto Prell, who knew not only the extent of his
reputation, but knew aswel the wish-fulfillment limerick which some unsung poet laureste had composed
not long ago and which had traveled, viagdactic grapevine, to every corner of the Erthempire:

There was a taxfaxman named Prell,
Who could audit exceedingly well.
So fast were hisfractions,

The McCoy Interactions

Reduced hisred corpusclesto jell.

Far from resenting the limerick, Prell was proud of being its source of inspiration, and as he
proceeded on histour of examination he took keen delight in the discomfiture of the Ingcellian cybermen,
some of whom, no doubt, had been quoting the linesthat very evening. Each time he paused before a
screen, the cyberman in charge of it punched itsfax and figuresinto clear-cut illumination, and he gaveit a
sngle up-and-down glance and went on. No one but a qudified taxfaxman could have made head or tail
out of so complex an array of caculations, and no one but a quaified taxfaxman of Prell's caliber could
have ingtantly and eldetically matched each set againgt the corresponding set that the Ingcdl lian satrapy
had submitted to Homebase Taxfax Headquarters. So accomplished an auditor was he, in fact, that he
couldn't missadiscrepancy even if he wanted to, and he dmost invariably found one. In the present
instance it existed between the ca culations on the rogain-screen and the corresponding calculations
which he had committed to memory. And a handsome discrepancy it was, too—20,000,000 credits, no
less. At the 90% regular tax-rate, that came to ¢rl8,000,000, while crl18,000,000 computed at the
1000% backtax rate came to ¢r18,000,000,000, leaving Feidlich the Rampant holding the bag to the
tune of cr18,018,000,000.

Prell did not doubt in the least that the discrepancy was an accidentad one. Usudly such mistakes
were, astheir consequences were so severe that not even the boldest of satraps would risk incurring
them. But regardless of whether Feidlich had meant to cheat the Erthempire or not, he was on the spot,
and by the time he got off the spot, his kingdom would be in chaos, while he himsalf would probably end
up hanging himsdf by the neck until deed.

None of which would have made the dightest differenceto Prell if it hadn't been for the fact that he
was madly in lovewith the Lady Bri-laithe.

Deskawas standing at his elbow, nervoudy shifting from one foot to the other. Prell et him suffer for
alittlewhilelonger, than said, "1 am finished, Donn Deska—we can go now."

"I trust that you have found everything in excellent accord, Honorable Prell ?*

"I will submit my report persondly to his Eminence upon our return from Teichid. Y ou may so inform
himat your earliest convenience."

"Very well, Honorable Prell Meanwhile, | will transport you to your quarters.”

Prell followed him out of the building. He was not particularly surprised when Deska paused beneath



an ornate streetlamp and turned to him and blurted, "I fed that | should enlighten you as regards my
fedingstoward the Lady Bri-laithe, Honorable Prel, before the present situation is alowed to proceed
any further.”

Prell looked at hisrival shrewdly. The PR-man's face was astudy in distress, determination, and
despair. "All right, Deska—go on."

Deska squared his shoulders and took a deep breath. "1 think that it is dear to you," he said
presently, "that | am in love with the lady in question. However, | am afraid that it is not clear to you thet |
am prepared to take whatever stepsthat prove to be necessary to insure my realizing my love and to
insure my winning hersin return. Therefore, | must warn you, Honorable Prell, that should your present
atitude towards her continue | will inform the Homebase authorities via transee-radio that your behavior
isnot in keeping with the dictates of the Home-base anti-miscegenation law. In other words, | will make
certain that you do not redlize your intentions towards the Lady. Bri-laithe, whether they be honorable or
not; and it should be evident to you, Honorable Prell, that in postulating that they are honorable when,
under the existent circumstances, they cannot possibly be, | am leaning way over backwards.”

"l see" Prell said.

"l am glad you do, Honorable Prell."

Deska, produced asmall dectronic whistle and blew asoundless note on it. A moment later, his
jetabout came down from its aerid parking space and opened its doors. The two men wereslent dl the
way to Fred's quarters. "1 will pick you up shortly after midday tomorrow," Deska said, as the jetabout
cameto rest on the guesthouse rooftop, "and transport you to the Arena of Decisions. Isit sill your wish
that the Lady Bri-laithe accompany us?'

"Naturdly,” Prell said. "Inview of thefact that | invited her, | can hardly wish otherwise.”

"No, | supposeyou can't." Deska sighed. Then, "Good night, Honorable Prell.”

Prell climbed out of the jetabout. "Good night," he said. "Fool!" he added, under his bresth.

ARCHITECTURALLY spesking, the Arena of Decisions had much in common with the
Colosseum, and the modern materiads that congtituted its structure smulated to alarge extent the quarried
stone that had gone into the construction of the origina. The arena proper, however, conssted of a
blacktopped pit surrounded by awall of polished zonite. Thiswall was featureless, save for three
electronic doorways. One of these doorways was on one side of the pit, and the other two were on the
opposite Side, Situated about one foot apart. The single doorway, athough much wider and higher than
the other two, was of the standard variety; while the two lower, narrower ones were specia jobswith an
overhead bank of five oversized deactivator cdlls apiece. Likedl eectronic doors, the doors themselves
were trangparent, or as nearly transparent as Zwieg-field panels can be.

When Deska, Prell, and the Lady Bri-laithe arrived on the scene shortly after 1:00 P.M. Eastern
Ingcelian time, the preponderance of the adult population of the capital city was aready in atendance, it
being the custom of the satrap to declare anational holiday whenever amgor criminal wasto betried on
his doorstep. In addition to the inhabitants of the capital-city proper, many of the inhabitants of the
outlying districts were also present; while for the benefit of the millionswho could not attend, a3V
transmitter hung from a huge boom above the center of the pit, taking in everything with its arrogant,
multifaceted eye, A fawning usher escorted Deska, Prell, and the Lady Bri-laithe down along ramp to
the royal box and seated them on the satrap's | eft, next to the Prime Minister and the Prefect of Police,
and while they were waiting for the proceedings to begin the Lady Bri-laithe and Deska dternately
explained to Prell how Ingcdll's system of justice functioned.

It was based on an ancient Homebase "fable", and made the accused his own judge, jury, and
executioner. In order for the accused to qudify for such unique treatment, the crime for which he had
been arrested had to be first- or second-degree murder, embezzlement of government funds, or, intime
of war, treason; and there had to exist at least avestige of doubt as to hisquilt.

The essence of the system was embodied in the two smaler doorsin the inner arena-wall. Behind
one of them, there would be the lady whom the accused had elected to represent hisinnocence, and



behind the other there would be aferocious Ingcellian tiger. The audience, of course, would be able to
see through the doors, but the accused, who would enter the pit in a sedled mobile unit known asthe
Chief Justice, would view the doors on asmall reflector-screen, and as the transparency of aZweig-field
could not survive reflector-transmission, he would not be able to see through them. In addition, the two
imageswould be inverted, the one on hisright representing the door on hisleft, and the one on hisleft
representing the door to hisright.

The upper rear section of the CJwas constructed of aspecial metal that permitted one-way
vighility—in this case, into theinterior of the unit—while the entire front section was constructed of ersatz
metal that amounted to little more than painted cardboard. Below the reflector-screen, there was asmall
control-board by means of which the accused would operate the machine and on which he would punch
out the door of hischoice. All five deactivator cells above one of the doors had to be triggered in order
for the door to demateridize, a circumstance that would enable him to change his mind amaximum of
eight times before making hisfina decison and which would augment the element of suspense, dwaysan
important consderation in a public event involving paid admission. If he deactivated the door behind
which the lady stood, he would automatically be considered innocent and a del uxe wedding ceremony
would be performed on the spot—unless, of course, the lady happened to be hiswife (afactor that did
not enter into the present case, as the accused was on trid for uxoricide). If, on the other hand, he
deactivated the door behind which the tiger stood, he would automatically be consdered guilty. Thanks
to the CJ, however, he would still stand achance of saving hislife, and if he succeeded in doing so, he
would be st free.

"There," the Lady Bri-laithe bresthed into Jaskar Prell'sright ear, "he's coming into the pit now!"

PRELL looked in the direction she was pointing, noting the hush that had swept over the audience.
The CJ had entered the Pit viathe larger door and was moving across the blacktop toward the two
smaller doors. With its pear-shaped cockpit, its head-like scanner, its eye-like antennae, and its short,
arm-like booms, it was grotesquely human in appearance. Its stubby "legs' extended down froma
protruding gyro-axle and ended in large, ball-bearing feet, on which it rolled smoothly and soundlessly.
Presently it passed beyond the roya box, and Prell was able to see into the cockpit. The accused was a
dark-haired man of about thirty, and he was hunched over the control-board, eyes fixed on the
reflector-screen before him and fingers hovering over the banks of buttons that governed his destiny.

Prell shifted his attention to the two doors. Through the shimmering panel of the one on theright he
saw a tawny-haired Ingcelian maid of about twenty. Through the shimmering pane of the one on the left
he saw a huge Ingcdllian tiger. As he watched, one of the deectivator cells above the lady's door |egped
into sudden brightness.

The audience caught its collective bregth.

It caught its collective bresth again as two more cdllslighted up—thistime, above thetiger's door.

The accused had brought the CJto a hdt severa yards from the shimmering pandls and wasfrozenin
an attitude that suggested intense concentration. But Prell knew that it was indecision, not concentration,
that was responsible for the man'simmobility. Indecis on—and naked terror.

Abruptly, immobility gave way to spasmodic movement, and another cdll lighted up abovethelady's
door. A moment later, two more lighted up above thetiger's.

For the third time, the audience caught its collective breath.

Y et another cell above the lady's door lighted up. And then, as the accused—apparently unable to
endure the excruciating suspense any longer—gambled al on a split-second decision, the fina cell above
thetiger'sdoor lighted up.

Thetiger saked into the pit, Smultaneoudy materidizing on the CJIsreflector-screen. The roar that
the beast gave vent to blended with the ecstatic screams of the crowd, and rose skyward on a mighty



pillar of sound. Then thetiger charged.

The accused, working franticaly on the CJs operationd buttons, managed to roll the clumsy machine
far enough to one side to eude the hurtling yellow body and to rip open the anima's flank with one of the
CJsvise-grip "hands’. But thetiger charged again so quickly that it was able to rear up and ddliver a
swiping blow to the CJs head-like scanner before the accused could back the machine off. The "head"
lolled for amoment, then parted from the neck-like fixture that held it in place, and dropped to the
ground.

| MMEDIATELY, the reflector-screen went blank, leavi ng the accused, to dl intents and purposes,
blind, and cancelling out whét little hope he ill had left. His only recourse was to send the CIJmoving
about the pit on as erratic a course as possble, and this he wasted no time in doing. For awhile hewas
successful in duding hisinfuriated nemes's, causing the anima to charge thisway and that, but he was
only postponing the inevitable, and he must have known it. The end came when the CJ crashed into the
zonitewadl| of the arenaand toppled over backwards. Thetiger closed in, then, and tore open the
machine's vulnerable "chest” with asingle, frightful blow, and the accused, trapped in the interior, hardly
had time to utter asingle anguished scream before it wasdl over.

In the satrap's seet, Feidlich the Rampant was smiling the self-satisfied smile of aruler who had
decreed justice and seen it meted out. "Indluctable are the laws of Ingcdll," he proclaimed above the
raucous cheers of the multitude, histwo chinswaggling and hisface a sudy in ferocity goneto fat.
"Nowherein the Erthempireisjustice dispensed thus efficiently and thusirrevocably.” He looked past the
faces of the Prefect of Police, the Prime Minigter, and the Lady Bri-laithe and caught Prell'seye. "Isthis
not true, Honorable auditor-at-large?’

"It isindeed true, your Eminence," Prell answered. ™Y ou are to be complimented on the smplicity
and the directness of your judiciary procedure.”

A short whilelater, descending one of the outer rampsto the sireet with the Lady Bri-laithe leaning
on hisarm, he asked, "Does your father, my Lady, know beforehand which of the doors lead to the tiger
and which to thelady?"

She nodded. "He does indeed, Jaskar Prell. It is he who does the deciding.”

"I see" Prell said. He was thoughtful for amoment; then, after making sure that Donn Deskawas far
enough down the ramp to be out of earshot, "Arevigtorsto Ingeell who commit mgor crimes subject to
the Ingcdlian system of justice?' he asked. "I know of course, my Lady," he went on, "that diplomatic
immunity is not honored here any more than it is on the other Erthempire planets; but | cannot help
wondering whether a visitor who committed amagjor crime would be subjected to so severe an orded as
atrid inthe Arenaof Decisons.”

"Specificaly, you are wondering whether you yoursalf would be thus subjected were you to commit
such acrime—isthat not so, Jaskar Prell?!

"Yes, my Lady, that isso."

"Y ou would be beyond a doubt —even though there has been no precedent.”

"And would | be allowed to choose any lady | wished, to represent my innocence and afterward,
should | be proven not guilty, to be my bride?'

"Yes," Honorable Prell

"Any lady intheland?'

"Any lady intheland."

"H'm'm," said Jaskar Prell.

THE jettrain trip to Teichid was uneventful save for one incident. Shortly before the train passed
through the rogain-farm region, atrainman entered the roya compartment, withdrew three oxygen
masks from a sack hanging at his side, and gave one gpiece to Deska, Prell, and the Lady Bri-laithe.

“I would advise dl of you," he said, "to put them on now and to keep them on till rogain country is
far behind us. It's that season, you know, and one cannot aways trust the efficiency of air-conditioning



units”

After the man left, Prell turned to Desk, who was Sitting between him and and the lady Bri-laithe on
the richly upholstered seat "To what season did he refer, Donn Deska?"

"Totherogain season, of course," Desks answered. "The blooms are a full maturity now, and
Ingcdlians must avoid over-exposure to their scent. Although your Homebase originin al probability
makes you immune, it will still beto your best interests to take the standard precaution.”

"Precaution againgt what?' Prell asked.

"That, | cannot tell you, Honorable Prell. There are some things which one race of people can never,
inal fairnessto themsdves, reved to another race of People.”

Prell donned his mask and said no more, athough the device was equipped with adigphragm for
speaking. Deska's words had stirred the ashes of atiny fire of forgotten knowledge in hismind, and it
annoyed him no end that his eidetic prowess should be confined to taxfax to the extent that he couldn't
bring the ashes back to life. That they had to do with the rogain blooms, he had no doubt; but precisaly
what their connection was he could not determine without knowing the forgotten data which they
represented.

At length, he forsook the ashes and went on to adifferent fire. Thisone was alive one, and burning
more and more brightly with each passng moment. He fed it morefud, closdy watching the flames for
any dgn of flickering. Therewas none. He warmed his hands over the blaze, rgoicing. But he knew that
before he could launch the plan that the fire symbolized he would need the Lady Bri-laithe's blessng.

He sought her out that night after the mech-safari which Donn Deska had engaged transported the
trio deep into the Teichid jungle and unfolded itsdlf into amodernistic and luxurious camp surrounded by
aforce-field bombaand supplied with running water, seven varieties of superlative mech-meds, and
enough champagne for an army. Donn Deska had retired early, and at first Prell thought that the Lady
Bri-laithe had gone to bed aso, as only the faintest of lights shone through the windows of her tent. Such
did not prove to be the case, however. "Enter, Jaskar Prell," she said, opening wide her plasti-panel door
and gtepping to one sde. "Y ou will have amidnight drink with me?"

"Of course,” Prell said.

SHE filled two iridescent glasses, placed one of them in hishand. They drank, tacitly toasting each
other in the roseste radiance of the turned-down tent-light. She was wearing a digphanous peignoir that
gavetantalizing glimpses of the black-mesh nightgown and the glowing white skin it pretended to concedl.
A hammering began in Prell'stemples; atightness seitled in his chest. Y es, he had to have her, and he had
to have her a all cogts. There wasn't awoman in the entire Erthempire who could compareto her, or at
least none that he had ever known, and he had known many.

"My Lady Bri-laithe," he began, "you told me last night thet it is your fondest dreamto live on
Homebase. To what lengths are you willing to go to make that dream come true?”"

"Be more specific, Jaskar Prell.”

"Will you, as adtarter, consent to marry me?"

Flamesflickered in her luminous eyes, then went out. "But you know aswell as| do, Jaskar Prell,
that the same laws that deny me the privilege of becoming a Homebase citizen dso deny methe privilege
of becoming your bride.”

"Laws are made to be circumvented, my Lady Bri-laithe.

The flames came back into her eyes, and stayed there. "Go on, Jaskar Prell.”

"l can circumvent the anti-miscegenation law quite easly, bemuse, like dl Erthempirelaws, itisinvaid
when it comesin conflict with the adminigiration of locd justice. And once | have circumvented the
anti-miscegenation law, the naturdization law will no longer apply in your case, because in the process of
becoming my wife you will smultaneoudy have become a Homebase citizen. But before | set about



accomplishing this, my Lady Bri-laithe, | must have your assurance that you will gpprove of the steps|
will havetotake." Briefly, hetold her what those stepswere. "Do | have that assurance, my Lady?'

Shehesitated. "Look," Prell went on, pressing his advantage with the adroitness gleaned from a
thousand taxfax interviews, "you know and | know that aslong asyou remain on Ingcell you will
never—in the eyes of the Erthempire at |east—be anything more than afifth-rate princess. But asa
Homebase citizen and the wife of a taxfaxman you will enjoy the status you deserve. On Homebase, my
Lady, you will be atrue princess, and in addition to the public adulation which will be yours as a matter
of course, you will be accorded respect of amore practical nature. Million-crediteerswill curry your
favor, cartd-chiefswill fawn at your feet; the First Lady and the First Gentleman of the Homebase Royal
Family will fete you at the Ivory Pdace, and the commodores of commerce will bring you gifts of mink
and ermine and frankincense and myrrh. | ask you again, then, my Lady Bri-laithe—do | have your
assurance that you will approve of the stepsthat | need to take?"

She moved closeto him, and the fragrance of her rose round him in Paphian waves. Thelast words
he remembered hearing for hours afterward were, "Y es, Jaskar Prell, you do."

The next morning a the hunt, the Lady Bri-laithe shot firdt, killing three antel opes. Donn Desks shot
next, killing four. Jaskar Prell shot last. He killed five antel opes, and afterward he killed Donn Deska. He
shot him through the back of the head when none of the safari personnd waslooking, and froma
distance of fifty paces. The only eyewitness wasthe Lady Bri-laithe.

A S Jaskar Prell had known he would, Feidlieh the Rampant paid avisit to the accused on the eve of
thetrid. "Well, Honorable Prell," said the satrap, "it ppearsthat in the very near future | am elther going
to have a son-in-law to cherish or the remnants of a corpse to ship back to Homebase. Y ou must love
my daughter very much to risk the claws of thetiger in order to make her your bride."

"Yes, your Eminence," Prell said, "1 do love your daughter very much. But not enough to risk the
clawsof thetiger in order to make her my bride,”

Feidlich frowned. "Then why, pray, are you doing so? It is clear that you ddiberately murdered Donn
Desksin such away asto leave avestige of doubt asto your guilt, thereby making yoursdlf ligbleto tria
inthe Arenaof Decisons?

"I am not risking the claws of thetiger, your Eminence, for the smple reason that | do not need to
risk them. Y ou are going to reved to me behind which door thetiger will be, and to show my gratitude
for this unprecedented act of mercy on your part, | am not going to reveal to Homebase Taxfax
Headquartersthat your rogain taxfax-screen shows an 18,000,000 credit tax-deficit and that as a result
you owe the Erthempire some 18,018,000,000 credits in back-taxes.”

Feidlich's face turned green, then blue, then white. "But that cannot be, Honorable Prell | employ the
best taxfax expertsin the satrapy!”

"Even the expertsare not dwaysinfalible, your Eminence, but their falibility does not qualify you for
forgiveness—afact of lifewhich | am sureyou are awvare of. That which isyoursisthe Erthempire's, and
that which isthe Erthempiresisitsown. | have dready made out my report,” Prell went on, watching the
satrap'sface closaly, "and have deposited it in one of Ingedll's most inviolate safety-deposit vaults, along
with written ingtructions, appended with my taxfaxman's sedl, that it be sent to Homebase immediately
should | be rendered incgpable of delivering it mysdf.”

Only Feidlich'seyes betrayed him. They transmuted from brown to gold, and then back to brown
agan. "l must compliment you, Honorable Prell—you play your cards par excellence. Thetiger will be
behind the door on your |€ft, the Lady Bri-laithe, behind the door on your right.”

"Thank you, your Eminence."

Prell grinned at the black walls of his cell after Feidlich departed. If Deska had been afool, the satrap
was abigger one. And, like dl fools, he must be made to pay as gresat a price as possblefor his
fooldom.

| T was not everyday that the citizens of Ingedll had the opportunity to see a taxfaxman on the spot.



Indeed, it was asatisfaction that hitherto had been denied them altogether. Consequently, every adult
Ingcellian who could get to the capitd city on the day of Prdl'strid, got there, and the Arena of
Decisonswas packed as it had never been packed before.

Prell knew that he would be " performing” before a capacity crowd even before he guided the
repaired CJthrough the Doorway of the Accused and into the pit. If he had not known, the megadecibel
roar that greeted the machine's appearance would have gpprised him of the fact.

The arena attendants had taught him how to manipulate the CJ, and he had been permitted to
practice dl that morning, Hence, he had not the dightest trouble in picking up the two doorways on the
reflector-screen and in guiding the CJ across the pit. Severa yards from his dual destination, he brought
the machine to a stop and listened to the sllence that had settled over the spectators. He smiled grimly.
Hewould give them the suspense they had paid their credits to experience, but not the satisfaction.
Instead of rgjoicing over his mangled body as they aspired to do, they would be dancing at his wedding.

Helooked at the two image-doors on the reflector-screen. Feidlich had said that the Lady Bri-laithe
would be behind the door on Prell'sright, which, of course, owing to the picturesinversion,
corresponded to the image-door on Prell's | eft. But since Feidlich, knowing even better than Prell did that
asatrap had the right to impound the contents of every safety-deposit vault in his satrapy any time he
wanted to, had lied, the Lady Bri-laithe was redlly behind the door on Prell's|eft, which meant that he
had to light up the cells on the image-door on hisright in order to prove himself innocent. He smiled
agan. By lying, Feidlich had merely made hisfuture son-in-law's work that much essier.

But wait aminute. Maybe the satrap, in saying “the door on your right”, had been referring to the
image-door on Prell'sright.

The taxfaxman began to sweat.

That the satrap had lied in either case, there could be no doubt. But in lying, the man might
inadvertently have told the truth—if the door which he had meant was the image-door.

The odds had it, however, that Feidlich had meant the real door. Prell took the odds, and bet hislife.

H E activated acell over theimage-door on his|eft, listened to the audience's collective gasp. He
activated another cell over the same door. Another, and another. The crowd grew suddenly silent. Did
the sllence stem from anticipation or disgppointment? Did it mean that the tiger was beyond the door, or
the Lady Bri-laithe?

There was no way for Prell to know.

Cheeks awash with cold swest, he activated three of the cells over theimage-door on hisright.
Another one. The silence of the crowd was so acute now that the hoarse sound of his own breathing hurt
his eardrums.

Hisforefinger moved to the final deactivator button of the real door on hisleft. Hovered over it.

For thefirst timein hislife, he searched his soul.

Had he been right in turning the old drygoods peddler on Jonahar over to the tax troopers and letting
them stomp the truth out of him?

Had he been right in feathering his nest at the expense of the plenipotentiary from Hemling and
afterward turning the man in on another tax-evasion charge?

Had he been right in accepting four female centaurs from the satrap of Besancon in payment for the
satrapy'stax deficit and in sdling them afterward at afabulous profit to New Hia eah Enterprises?

Had he been right in murdering Donn Deskain order that he might marry the Lady Bri-laithe and take
her back to Homebase with him?

Was he, now that he was confronted with the necessity of making alife-and-death decision, belatedly
developing aconscience?

Impossible! Consciences werefor fools, and whatever else he might be, Jaskar Prell was not afodl.

He brought hisfinger down on the deactivator-button.

Theimage-door on hisright lighted up, the Lady Bri-laithe materialized on the reflector-screen, and
he knew that he had won.



FEIDLICH the Rampant looked positively ill when he congratul ated. Prell after the wedding
ceremony. "l would like to have aword with you aone, your Eminence,” Prell said.

"Very well, Honorable Prell. But please remember that you are my son-in-law now, and thet if you
bring dishonor down upon my head you will bring it down upon your own dso ... | will bein my
chambers one hour hence."

Feidlich was as good as hisword, and an hour later Prell found him seated behind his personal desk
inthe paace library. The taxfaxman came straight to the point. "'In exchange for my silenceand in
retribution for your treachery, your Eminence," he said, "I want one large payload of Ingcdl's most
precious commodity to take back to Homebase with me."

"But that would be rogain, Honorable Prell,” the satrap objected, "and—"

"And rogain blooms cannot be transported over interstellar distances except in specia
refrigerator-ships—isthat what you're going to tell me? Well for your information, your Eminence, | have
one of the new taxfax shipsa my disposd, and like dl the new shipsit is equipped with acommodious
refrigerator-hold. Y ou would be surprised, my dear Felditch, at the variety of produce the Erthempire
accepts as payment for backtaxes, and you would be surprised aswell at the variety of produce
taxfaxmen accept as payment for keeping their mouths shut.”

“But rogain, Honorable Prell. Y ou—"

"A payload of rogain bloomswill net me a modest fortune on the Homebase market, so let us have
no more'buts. Y ou will seeto it that the blooms are placed in the hold at once. The Lady Bri-laitheand |
areleaving for Homebase thisevening.”

FeldHelI's face seemed |ess fat than ferocious now, and flecks of gold had come into his brown eyes.
"Very well, Honorable Prell," he said. ™Y ou leave me no choice.”

He had the bloomsflown in by jetfreight, and that evening he and the upper-echelon court-officids
came to the starport to see Prell and the Lady Sri-laithe off. The couple waved good by as the gantry
backed away, and afterward Prell closed and sealed the locks, and turned on the automatics. Soon, the
taxfax ship was spaceborne.

In the lounge, the Lady Brilaithe took severa deep breaths, and turned puzzledly to Prell. "I must be
suffering from olfactory halucinations,” she said. "'l could swear that | am smelling rogain blooms.”

"You are smdling them, my Lady. Y our father lied to me about the doors, o | exacted retribution
from himin theform of Ingcdl'sfamous flowers. The refrigerator-hold isfilled with them, and the
ventilation system carriestheir fragrance throughout the ship.”

THE Lady Bri-laithe'sface had gone white. "Y ou fool!" she screamed. "Deactivate the system at
oncel"

"| cannot, my Lady Bri-laithe. Only the automatics can do that."

"Then turn back to Ingcdll beforeit'stoo late!”

Anger was building up in Prell, and it was with difficulty that he controlled himsdf "Come, my Lady
Bri-laithe," he said, "thisis no way for a bride to behave on her honeymoon. Surely upon such an
0ccasion you can put So minor amatter asafancied alergy to rogain fromyour mind."

He moved closer to her and tried to take her in hisarms. To his consternation, she fled from the
lounge and ran down the companion-ramp toward their cabin. He ran after her, arriving at the cabin door
jugtintimeto haveit dammed in hisface. Furious, hetried the knob. When it did not turn, he began
pounding on the panels. Finally he moved back severa paces, lunged forward, and struck the door with
his right shoulder. Just as the lock broke, sending him sprawling into the cabin, the ashes of the forgotten
rogain datacameto lifein hismind and words flamed briefly on hismenta retina:

ROGAIN: a unique species of wolfsbane which flourishes on Ingcell and which is cultivated to
commercial advantage by the natives but avoided by them personally for esoteric reasons that
date far back into their folklore.



With the tiger, Jaskar Prell would have stood a chance. But he had none at all with the
tigress.

THE END



