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Walt Gayle had lost his office in the explosion and a perfectly good chair after the 3-second burst of the Braden Gun. Except for the stranger Jeremiah, he would have lost his life as well. Who was Jeremiah—and more important, who was trying to kill him, and why? After four years absence from these pages, Randall Garrett returns to tell a swift-paced story of science and intrigue.
 
-
 
              IT WAS THE LOONAIRTHIAN WHO saved my life.
 
              Of course, I did not know at the time that he was a Loonairthian. How could I possibly have known? Who would ever have thought such a thing?
 
              At first I thought he meant to kidnap me.
 
              The door to my office flew open suddenly, and, without any previous warning, the man with the eagle nose, the blue eyes, and the curly blond hair was charging across the room toward me. He trailed a party of three, which consisted of my secretary and two stenographers.
 
              "You can't go in there!" my secretary wailed. "Oh, Mr. Gayle, I tried to stop him! I tried ..."
 
              I didn't hear the rest of what she said. The stranger came to a halt at the edge of my desk. And yet, somehow, it didn't seem like a complete halt; it was as though the motion were temporarily suspended, but ready to begin again in an instant.
 
              "There is no time to waste," he said, in a voice that was urgent without being harsh. "Come along with me."
 
              "Now, see here," I said, "what the devil do you mean—"
 
              "No time, I said, no time," the man said. And the motion was no longer suspended. He came round my desk and grabbed me.
 
              I have no idea to this day how he did what he did. I don't recall exactly how he grabbed me nor where. He didn't hurt me or twist my arm or anything like that. I just had the feeling of irresistible force being applied through his fingertips, a force that propelled me along as though I were in a hurry to get out of the office through my own volition.
 
              "Come along!" he said. "Out of here! Fast!"
 
              He was not an especially big man; indeed, he was a couple of inches shorter than I. But he frogmarched me across the room and out of the door with no apparent effort.
 
              The three women tried to stop him, but he somehow managed to avoid or escape their hands without once letting up on the force he was applying to me. I had the impression that their being women had nothing to do with it, that three—or three dozen—husky men would have suffered the same casual rebuff.
 
              I finally found my breath again. "Mirom!" I yelled at my secretary. "Get help! Call the rest of the staff!"
 
              "Yes!" said the stranger in his gentle, commanding voice. "By all means! Get the rest of the staff! Follow us! And hurry!"
 
              Not all the staff made it.
 
              I didn't hear the blast. A person really can't hear a blast when he's that close to it. The pressure wave lifted both of us off our feet. My ears felt as if someone had turned them off. I was in the air, and then I was falling forward and the floor seemed to lift toward me. It was like being kicked in the belly and the face at the same time.
 
              Several seconds went away without my noticing them.
 
              The next thing I remember is being helped to my feet by the blond stranger. "You'll be all right, Mr. Gayle," he said soothingly. "Got a handkerchief? Your nose is bleeding."
 
              I held my handkerchief to my nose and looked at the man. It took my brain half a minute or so to realize that the explosion had come from my office, and that if I had still been in there I would very likely be quite dead at that moment.
 
              "Who—who are you?" I heard myself stammer a little.
 
              He smiled. A friendly, persuasive smile. "You may call me Jeremiah. Because of the profit motive. Come along. Let's go back and see what happened. It's perfectly safe now."
 
              He turned and walked back toward my office. I followed, not knowing what else to do. I was still dazed, not so much by the shock of the explosion as by the rapidity with which things seemed to be happening.
 
              The outer office was a mess. The chair behind the desk was overturned, the desk itself was skewed sideways, both paintings had fallen off the walls, the floor lamp had toppled, and there were papers all over the place. Maddon Zack, my assistant, was lying on the floor, his head covered with blood. He had evidently come in from the side office in response to the call for help. Mirom Flood, my secretary, was staring at him rather dazedly. The two stenographers were still having quiet hysterics in the hall.
 
              The man who called himself Jeremiah knelt beside Zack and looked at him. Then he looked up at me. "Maddon Zack?"
 
              I nodded. "My assistant."
 
              "He's not badly hurt, but he should be hospitalized." He stood up and looked at Mirom. "Miss Flood, call a physician. Are you a good liar?"
 
              Mirom blinked. "A physician. Yes. What?'
 
              "Are you a good liar?" he repeated gently.
 
              "If ... yes, if necessary."
 
              "Good. Then you will tell the physician that Mr. Walt Gayle has been injured in an explosion. That will give us time. Go out and calm those two young ladies down. Get them out of sight."
 
              For some reason, all the shock and uncertainty left Mirom Flood's face. "Yes, sir. What about the police?"
 
              "No need. Listen."
 
              In the silence that followed, we could hear the hum of approaching aircars.
 
              "Go, Miss Flood. You don't know where Mr. Zack is. If they ask you later how you made such a mistake, it is because the blood made the patient hard to recognize. Besides, you were confused by the blast. Right?"
 
              "Right." She turned and was gone.
 
              Jeremiah walked over to the wrecked door that led to the inner office. He pushed it aside and looked in.
 
              "Take a look, Mr. Gayle."
 
              I looked.
 
              All the inner office needed to make it a shambles was blood. And, but for Jeremiah, there would have been blood there. My blood.
 
              There was a hole in the outside wall. It was about half a meter in diameter, and the edges were only slightly ragged. The cast plastite had been neatly punched out and shattered into shrapnel. My desk looked as though it had been hit by a giant-sized shotgun.
 
              "Limpet mine," Jeremiah said. "Polarized detonate. The stuff gives a coherent blast in two directions, like firing a gun with no breech, if you follow me. Nasty."
 
              I said, "Who's trying to kill me?"
 
              "I'll explain later. Not much time now. Let's get out of here before the cops come in force."
 
              It wasn't until then that I realized why it was that we could hear aircars coming. The sound was coming in through the hole in the wall.
 
              I followed Jeremiah out of the office and into the elevator.
 
-
 
              I stood at the window of my small bachelor's apartment and looked at the suns, seeing them without noticing them. The primary, One, was simply being its normal yellow self, while the distant Two was a bright, hard, diamond pinpoint of blue-white. During the years when Two is in the night sky, there is no real night, because Two illuminates the planet beautifully. But now, when Two w^ passing around the other side of One, the nights were black. The Galactic Lens is clear from here, but we have no moon.
 
              Behind me, the man who called himself Jeremiah said: "Does it really surprise you to find that someone is trying to kill you?"
 
              I turned away from the window and looked at him. "Of course it does! Why should anyone want to kill me? I've done no harm."
 
              "You will, Oscar, you will."
 
              "My name's not Oscar; it's Walt. Walt Gayle."
 
              "Sorry. Obscure joke. Forget it. What I meant to convey was that, although you have done no harm as yet, the people who are out to get you are afraid that you may do them harm in the future. They want to prevent harm, not avenge it."
 
              His voice sounded so calm that I wondered why I was taking his words so seriously. I sat down in the chair facing him, and I had the feeling that my knees weren't any too steady.
 
              "Someone really wants to kill me?" I said.
 
              "Let us say that there are those who think your death would be the simplest solution to their problem," Jeremiah said.
 
              I think at this point I made some dramatic gesture, such as throwing my arms wide and closing my eyes, or perhaps I clenched my fists and held them against my temples. I distinctly remember talking through clenched teeth. "In the name of the Twin Planets, will you please tell me what in the Galaxy you are talking about?"
 
              "Paragravity," he said, briefly and succinctly. His mild blue eyes looked at me over his great beak of a nose.
 
              I must have been holding my breath; the air went out of my lungs with a huhhh, as though a finger had jabbed me in the solar plexus.
 
              "But ..." The word sounded feeble, so I took a breath and tried again. "But nobody knows yet ..." My voice trailed off.
 
              "I know," Jeremiah pointed out reasonably enough. "And so does somebody else, obviously."
 
              "But the Interstellar Trader said ..."
 
              "... That you had a monopoly," he finished for me. "And that it would be secret. Certainly."
 
              "You're not implying that the Interstellar Traders are corrupt, are you?" Even the thought of such a thing was vaguely repellant to me. If the Interstellar Traders, with a thousand years of unblemished tradition behind them, could be corrupt, then one's faith in any sort of human organization was shaken.
 
              Jeremiah lifted one eyebrow, lowered the other, and cocked his head to one side. "I implied nothing of the sort, and you inferred entirely too much. Don't be fatuous, my dear Gayle; the possibility of corruption in the Interstellar Traders is not a factor to be entered in this equation—even if it did in fact exist. The factor that must, of necessity, be considered is the existence of a group of powerful, intelligent men who have observed the development of a pattern. They don't want to see that pattern develop here on. Barnesworld—or, rather, in the planetary system of Barnesstar."
 
              He was going to say more, but at that moment the door announcer sounded. I glanced quickly at the peepscreen. It was Mirom Flood. I punched the opener, and she came in quickly, closing the door behind her.
 
              "Excuse me, Mr. Gayle, Mr.—uh—"
 
              "Jeremiah," said Jeremiah. 'What happened?"
 
              "Nothing, really. The police came. I said I was in the hall when the explosion occurred—which was true. They didn't ask me much. Didn't ask the girls anything. We were all too upset—not to say hysterical. They told us all to go home after the ambulance came and flew Mr. Zack to the hospital."
 
              "You told them he was Mr. Gayle?"
 
              "Yes, sir."
 
              "Good. He'll be safe as long as they think they have him in a safe place. I think—"
 
              "But, sir!" Mirom broke in, "They know it isn't Mr. Gayle! One of the police officers recognized Mr. Zack, and he—"
 
              Jeremiah leaped to his feet. "Let's get out of here! They'll have followed you, of course! Or, worse, they'll already have men from—Get away from that window, Gayle!"
 
              At the whipcrack sound of his voice, I jumped as though he had actually lashed at me with a whip.
 
              Nothing happened.
 
              Honestly, I almost felt disappointed. I had had the feeling that when Jeremiah gave an order like that, instant death was so near that delay in action would make it inevitable.
 
              "Pick up that big chair and put it with its back to the other window," he said.
 
              I obeyed.
 
              "Now sit down in it. Hurry!" I sat.
 
              "Now, fall forward, and come over here to the door on your hands and knees. Move!"
 
              I moved, feeling rather foolish.
 
              "All right. You can stand up now. Let's get out of here."
 
              Mirom Flood started to open the door, but Jeremiah pushed her gently aside. "Après moi, La Deluge," he said, going out the door first, looking cautiously but not furtively around.
 
              We turned left and headed toward the drop chutes. We were maybe fifty feet from the door of my apartment when we heard the roar. And this time it was a roar, not a sudden shock wave. I turned to look. The roar was still going on.
 
              Big holes were suddenly appearing in the wall near the door of my place, splattering plastite all over the place, filling the corridor with dust and smoke.
 
              "Come on!" Jeremiah said.
 
              We went down fast.
 
              "What in hell was that?" I asked.
 
              "A Braden gun," he said with a smile. "Fifty rounds per second of twelve millimeter, high velocity, explosive slugs. I'm afraid you've lost a perfectly good chair in that three-second burst."
 
              "They thought I was in it." My voice sounded odd to me.
 
              "Certainly. The trouble with a Braden gun is that it has to be fairly heavily braced. That means that it takes time to change its point of aim. They had it aimed at the window you'd been standing at. When they saw you move the chair over to the other window and sit down, they re-aimed the gun. But by the time they fired, you were no longer in the chair—a fact which they neglected to determine. So far, we are ahead of them by several seconds; let's hope we can keep it that way, eh?"
 
              Mirom Flood expressed my sentiments when she said: "Cuh-couldn't we stretch it to thuh-three hours? Or buh-better yet, three centuries?"
 
              As we stepped out of the drop chute, Jeremiah put his hand very gently on her arm. His smile radiated confidence and compassion. "Stretch it we shall, Miss Flood; stretch it we shall. So far that it will snap back in their faces when we let go."
 
              She smiled back. His very presence was bracing, somehow.
 
              We were in the basement of the building. As we walked rapidly down a corridor, I could hear faint humming, throbbing noises from behind the locked doors on either side of us—the computers and power generators and other mechanisms which took care of the comfort of the residents of the apartments. It suddenly occurred to me to wonder how we'd managed to get this far. Normally, no resident can take a drop chute any lower than the first floor. Only qualified maintenance men are supposed to be able to get into the basement at all.
 
              I asked Jeremiah, but all he said was: "One has methods, my dear Gayle. One has methods. Or else one dies. Come along."
 
              I went along.
 
              The maintenance tunnels connected one building with another, naturally, since it would be inconvenient for maintenance squads to have to go from building to building by going up to ground level and back down again all the time. But there were heavy doors between buildings which were locked and kept locked unless a proper maintenance man used his power key. When Jeremiah unlocked the first door, producing a power key from his pocket, I started to ask him about it, but he anticipated me.
 
              "I stole it," he said with a grin. "Now don't talk any more, and follow me."
 
              We must have gone through several hundred yards of corridors and tunnels, and Jeremiah must have unlocked five or six of those barrier doors before he led us to a lift chute and we went up to the roof of a building that was unfamiliar to me.
 
              He went over to the signal lock and put another key in, just as though he were a resident of the building. Automatically, the computer controls checked his key, found the aircar in the garage, put it on the lift, and, within two minutes, an aircar was delivered to the roof takeoff area.
 
              I spent the two minutes trying to gather my wits. So, apparently, did Mirom, and she succeeded rather better than I did, for as the aircar lifted into the sky, she said:
 
              "Are you an Interstellar Trader, Mr. Jeremiah?"
 
              "Me?" He laughed a little. "Heavens no! Whatever made you think that?"
 
              "I was thinking about—uh—some legends, I guess. I'm sorry."
 
              "Nothing to be sorry about. What legends?"
 
              "Oh, you know the sort of thing. I mean, the Twin Planets are actually supposed to exist, you know, somewhere in the Galaxy—I mean, a lot of people say they do. And—well, maybe they're just children's stories, but they say—"
 
              "They?" Jeremiah interrupted mildly.
 
              "People. You know. According to the stories, the people of the Double World are kind and sweet and helpful and, well, they have magic powers and so on."
 
              "And what has this to do with the Interstellar Traders or with my being one?"
 
              "Well, the legends say that the Interstellar Traders really come from the Twin Planets."
 
              "And?"
 
              She turned her head to look straight at him. "Mr. Jeremiah, how did you know about somebody trying to shoot Mr. Gayle from across the street with a Braden gun?"
 
              As I said, Mirom had pulled herself together mentally much more quickly than I had. That was the question that I had been going to ask. And for that matter how had he known about the limpet bomb that had blasted my office? I didn't suspect him of being some sort of fairy magician from the legendary Twin Planets, of course, but I was beginning to think he knew more about what my enemies were doing than he ought to unless he was actually in cahoots with them for some obscure reason.
 
              Jeremiah laughed. "My friends, I give you my word that I am not an Interstellar Trader. In fact, if any of the Traders come from the Double World, it is certainly news to me. Did the Trader you dealt with seem to be an angelic do-gooder, Gayle?"
 
              "No," I admitted. "He seemed like a hard-headed businessman. But how did you know about the Braden gun and the limpet bomb?"
 
              "I can't tell you about the bomb," he said seriously. "I found it out from your enemies through a source I cannot reveal. But the Braden gun was simplicity itself. I didn't know it was a Braden gun until after they fired, but I knew it had to be something of that sort. Consider: They were after you, trying to kill you. As long as they believed the bomb had done so, you were safe. Even if they thought you were only hurt, they could bide their time. But as soon as they knew you'd escaped, agents were sent to cover your apartment. When they found us there, they had to set up something that would kill you through a solid transite window. A rocket might work, but a Braden gun was by far the more efficient.
 
              "As soon as Miss Flood warned us, I looked out the window and saw that someone had actually removed the transite pane from a window across the street. So I said what I said and we did what we did. Nothing magic in that, I think."
 
              "No. But ... a Braden gun! They're forbidden for private citizens, and I didn't think it would be that easy to steal one from a Government armory."
 
              "It isn't easy, but it can be done," he told me. "A person in the right position can juggle a few papers and get one out by apparently legal means."
 
              "Who are these people? Do you know? Can you tell me?"
 
              "I can't name names just yet, but I can give you a general idea of who they are and why they want to dispose of you."
 
              "I'd be grateful," I said, with just the merest touch of irony.
 
              "Very well. The explanation may be a bit roundabout, but I'll have to ask you to bear with me. We have plenty of time, and I want you to see the whole picture."
 
              "Plenty of time?" I said. "Where are we going?"
 
              "To your place up near Vysington. We have to get away from the city for a while."
 
              "How did you know ...?"
 
              "Please. Let me ..."
 
              "But nobody knows," I interrupted rather violently. "I bought it through my ... through an agent. How did you find out I had a country home near Vysington?"
 
              He let out a tired sigh. "When I first went into your office to warn you of the impending explosion, you had just written a note to Miss Flood that you could be located at 377-466-2929. That's a number in the Vysington area but not in the village itself. Mostly country homes; very little farming. Either yours or a friend's, then. I assumed it was yours on the strength of your rather sparsely furnished apartment. That was obviously not where you did your real living, if I may use the phrase. Not with your personality and the kind of money you make. By the way, I took the liberty of removing that note before the police got there.
 
              "Now may I give you the explanation which you asked me for before?"
 
              "Yes. I'm sorry. Go ahead." I actually felt apologetic.
 
              We were cruising along at the thousand-meter level, northbound, just over the Pelligrain River. To the west, One had already dropped beneath the horizon, leaving a red glow punctuated by the bright white pinpoint of Two, which would not set for another half hour yet. Jeremiah's face, silhouetted against the faintly crimson sky, seemed to take on a hardness that I had never seen there before.
 
              "First, you will have to see the pattern—the pattern that seems so deadly dangerous to those who want to destroy you. It concerns a series of planets—their names don't matter, so we can just call them A, B, C, and so on. Like your own system, they each consist of one habitable planet, a few uninhabitable ones, and a belt of planetoids. Otherwise, nothing unusual.
 
              "As usual, the original settlers had neglected the planets that were inimical to Man. With a whole beautiful world to take for the taking, why go elsewhere? Look at the planets around Barnesstar. Besides Barnesworld, what do you have? Two useless ammonia giants, two smaller worlds, and the planetoid belt. One of the smaller worlds, Inkblot, is too close to Two, and the other, Spindizzy, is cold and has no atmosphere. Who wants to live there?
 
              "The planets that preceded Barnesworld in the pattern were in the same general situation. Until Interstellar Trading vessels brought the invention of paragravity."
 
              I frowned, but I didn't say anything. I wanted to learn.
 
              But instead of going on, he threw me two questions: "Gayle, why doesn't Barnesworld have any interstellar ships? Why does it have only a few vessels?"
 
              "Expense," I said flatly. "Who needs them?" Answers to both questions, I thought.
 
              "Elucidate and clarify," he said with a quick grin.
 
              "Do you know how much it costs to build an interstellar vessel?" I countered. "Billions. How could we afford it? And what good would it be to us after we'd built it? If I want to go to another star—which I don't—I can always book passage on the next Interstellar Trader that comes through. It's expensive, even at that. And where would I go and why?
 
              "The Interstellar Traders make a go of it because they can make high profits, bringing devices and inventions from one world to another. They trade in ideas, which are easy to transport because their mass is nil, and in Planetary Uniques, things which can be produced or grown on only one planet. But what good would an interstellar ship be to Barnesworld even if we could afford to build one?"
 
              "Colonization?" Jeremiah asked thoughtfully. "Emigration? Are there no malcontents, no adventurers? That's how Barnesworld was first seeded with humanity."
 
              "That was nearly four hundred years ago," I said. "We haven't filled this planet yet, and we won't. Birth rate equals death rate. Plenty of land for everyone."
 
              "Under one government," Jeremiah said softly.
 
              "Right. No wars, as I've heard there are on some planets in the Galaxy," I said.
 
              "Seems to me you're caught in the middle of a war right now," said Jeremiah. "But we'll skip that. Why no interplanetary vessels? They aren't so terribly expensive."
 
              "No, but what's the need of them? There are a few scientists who want to know a little more about the history of the Barnesstar System, but there's nothing out there we need. With a whole planet to exploit and only a quarter of a billion people to exploit it, there's no need of spending extra money to go into space."
 
              Soft music suddenly filled the inside of the aircar. Mirom had reached out and turned on the communicator's entertainment band. She was listening, obviously, to what Jeremiah and I were talking about, but she's the kind of girl who likes soft music in the background to soothe her nerves.
 
              "Tell me," Jeremiah said, "why did you buy the paragravity secret from Trader Karlon?"
 
              That tore it! He knew! Or, at least, he seemed to know. I worded my answer very carefully. "I understand it can be used as a space drive."
 
              "So it can. Cheaper by far than the one that's now used here on Barnesworld. But who needs it?" He threw my own words right back at me.
 
              "I wanted ..." I began.
 
              "Shhh! Listen!" Mirom interrupted. Her hand darted out and turned up the volume control on the communicator. I had been vaguely aware that a news program had come on, but I was not prepared for what I heard.
 
              "... Walt Gayle, prominent financier and managerial executive, is the object of a police search this evening. His office at 1447 Bergenholm Drive was destroyed late this afternoon by a mysterious blast. Shortly thereafter, his home in the Crestwood Towers was similarly destroyed. Gayle, thirty-one, has been missing since just before the time of the first explosion, in which one man was seriously injured. Also missing is his private secretary, Miss Mirom Flood, twenty-six, who is believed to be with Gayle. No charges have as yet been filed against Gayle or the Flood woman, but police officials feel that Gayle can give information pertinent to the case. The reason for and the cause of the explosions have yet to be determined.
 
              "On the North Coast today, a slight tremor caused by the eruption of Mount Cherongal was—"
 
              I cut off the communicator, feeling rather savage. I glared at Jeremiah. I don't remember how my voice sounded, but it must have been pretty vicious.
 
              "You!" I swallowed and tried again. "I've never run away from trouble in my life, damn you, but I ran this time because you pushed me into it. Now they're looking for me as though I did it! If I'd stayed and explained, they—"
 
              "—They would have shot you dead." Jeremiah's voice was so calm and yet so forceful that I closed my mouth and stared at him.
 
              "You heard what the report said," he went on. "But did you hear what it didn't say?"
 
              Mirom touched my arm. "Walt. Walt. Listen to him." The formal attitude which we had agreed to exhibit before others had deserted her completely. "How could the police not know what caused the damage? How could they not know?"
 
              I got it then. For the first time, real fear choked my throat. "The police are in on it," I said hoarsely.
 
              "To some degree," Jeremiah agreed. "Not, I think, in on the attempted killings themselves, but they have at least been told to keep their opinions to themselves."
 
              "Somebody high up ..."
 
              "More than one somebody," Jeremiah corrected. "Now, do you want to listen to the rest of my historical recitation?"
 
              Both Mirom and I nodded without speaking.
 
              Jeremiah eased off to the east. The river below us seemed to move to the left, making a bright, silvery ribbon in the light of Two as it dropped toward the horizon.
 
              "Let's get back to the pattern, then," Jeremiah said. "Take System A. Similar to Barensstar's System, as I said. A single government on the one inhabitable planet. The Interstellar Traders sold one man there the paragravity principle. He put it on the market and sold cheap flyers that handled better and cost no more than this aircar. But they were capable of interplanetary flight. Add a little instrumentation and a small computer, and any reasonably intelligent person could learn to take one to anywhere in that planetary system/'
 
              He turned his head to give me a single penetrating glance. "Where did you intend to set up your quiet little retreat, Gayle? And how did you plan to go about it?"
 
              I let out my breath. Defeat. "I found a planetoid," I said in a voice that sounded dead in my ears. "Half a kilometer in diameter. Almost spherical. Plenty of room on the surface. Would've made a beautiful place."
 
              "How?"
 
              "Spherical paragravity field. The thing can do more than drive a ship. Put a generator in the center of the planetoid and set the field for one gravity. The attraction only falls off linearly—according to the first power of the distance. But it begins to phase out, since it's actually two alternating fields. At a certain distance—depending on the power applied—the two fields are ninety degrees out of phase, and the paragravity field vanishes. With paragravity, every body in the universe does not attract every other body. Beyond the spherical 'surface' where the field phases out, there is no attraction at all. Inside that 'surface', if the body is small enough, the attraction can be set to give a one-gee field which will hold an atmosphere. You can make a perfectly habitable planet out of a little planetoid. All you have to do is bring in soil, air, water, plants, and animals—all picked to give a balanced ecology—and you have a little world all your own.
 
              "It would've made a beautiful place."
 
              Jeremiah nodded. "And you never run from anything, eh?"
 
              "No. Yes. What happened to System A?" I felt terribly tired.
 
              "Just what you think. People went out to the planetoids. Big ones, little ones—each to his own taste. The planetary government lost control over them. They had a police fleet, of course, but the police were reduced to the role of stopping really vile crimes—murder, rape, and so on. Otherwise, a planetoid dweller was allowed to live as he pleased, without regimentation, without having to conform to a governmental norm, without having to please his neighbors so long as he didn't harm them.
 
              "Oh, there was no perfection there; don't think that. They had all kinds of troubles—piracy, robbery, claim-jumping, drug-running, gambling troubles, and ...
 
              "Well, you name it, they probably had it. But it quieted down. After all, they were dependent on each other. I don't care how cozy a little terrarium you make of a little planetoid, you'll need imports. You can't build the factories you need on a hunk of rock a few hundred meters in diameter. A man on a farm can live in isolation, all right, but only at the expense of doing without the technological developments that he has become accustomed to. What does he do for medical care? What does he do for repairs and replacements? It becomes a case of 'cooperate—or else'.
 
              "There were some planetoids where the inhabitants cut themselves off completely, with only a few men and a few women. The results after a generation were—well, not unspeakable, but certainly not worth dwelling upon. But those cases were rare, and, in any case not viable.
 
              "Eventually the system leveled itself out. Because of the distance separating the thousands of colonies, the people had freedom, but that was modified by the necessity of co-operation."
 
              Mirom cleared her throat. "Were they—were they happy?"
 
              Jeremiah chuckled softly. "Some of them. Not all, by any means. But if they weren't happy, they could always go somewhere else and try again.
 
              "Happy? I should say they were more likely to be happy than the people of Barnesworld. Democracy is a great thing, Miss Flood; the human race can't get along without it. But in a society where the majority rules, what out does the minority have?
 
              "There are times, Miss Flood, when the only recourse a minority group has is to perform that maneuver known in military science as the Tactic of Getting the Hell Out.
 
              "Why do you think humanity has spread throughout the Galaxy? Adventure? Exploration? Not predominantly. Usually people go somewhere else because they don't like the way things are going where they are. Oh, sure, there can be a revolution, but that simply means that some other group becomes the minority. Which means that the group in power must watch for another revolution.
 
              "There's a way to mask that, naturally. A revolution is dangerous. People get killed. So you take the majority and split it into two parts. It's a process that works well in a regimented, but moribund and self-satisfied society. You call the two parts of the majority group Tweedledum and Tweedledee. Then you set it up so that Tweedledum is in power. When the minority becomes fed up to the ears with Tweedledum, you have a revolution—either with guns or with ballots—and then Tweedledee takes over. The people are lulled into thinking that there has been a change. Then, when people are sick and tired of Tweedledee, there is another revolution and Tweedledum comes back into power. Again the people are lulled. Or gulled, if you prefer.
 
              "The point is that, while you are fooling most of the people most of the time, you are hurting a few of the people all of the time. And they are trapped and can't get out of it."
 
              "And that/' I said, "is the pattern you were talking about."
 
              Again he chuckled. "Oh, no. Far from it. That pattern is as old as Mankind. No, friend Gayle; I was talking about the pattern that has made a power group decide that you—you, Walt Gayle—were dangerous enough to kill." He touched Mirom's arm with one finger. "Would you be kind enough to turn the communicator back on, Miss Flood? We don't want to miss anything."
 
              She did so, but it was only another musical program.
 
              "In System B," Jeremiah continued, "things went a little bit differently. The government tried to prohibit space travel, to restrict it to official government-sponsored trips. But the paragravity drive is too easy to build if a group co-operates. Any aircar can be rebuilt to take a PG drive with a minimum of trouble.
 
              "In System C, the government brought injunctions against the man who bought the drive from the Interstellar Traders, but he sold the rights to eighty-nine different companies and vanished—to his own little world. The swindled companies fought the injunctions to recoup their losses, won, and the same thing happened.
 
              "In System D, the government bought the specifications from the company that bought from the Traders. That held things back for nearly ten years, but the secret leaked out, and the emigrations started."
 
              He paused and looked at me. "See the pattern?"
 
              "I see it," I said.
 
              "What are we to do?" asked Mirom.
 
              "Do?" Jeremiah repeated with a laugh. "Do? Why, you go into business and get your profits, my dear people. A businessman doesn't like to see a good thing go to waste, does he?" Then he gestured out the window. "Now, if you'll be so good as to point out the location of your little country villa, we'll see what can be done about this mess."
 
-
 
              I added carbonated water to a good hooker of seafruit brandy and looked across the living room of my country house at Mirom, who was seated on the sofa sipping at her own drink. Jeremiah had taken the drink I'd mixed for him and blithely excused himself, saying he wanted to use my study and my private communicator. Mirom lifted her eyes and they met mine.
 
              "Does that make us System E in the sequence?" she asked softly.
 
              "I doubt it," I said. "More likely J or K—or maybe Z. We've got to face the fact that Barnesworld is a rather backward planet, Mirom. If—uh—certain powerful men know about A, B, C, and D, how many are there they don't know about?"
 
              She nodded. "And how many that Jeremiah didn't mention? How many are there where the government succeeded in killing the man who bought the paragravity specifications from a Trader?"
 
              I took a swallow of my drink. "Thanks for the cheering thought," I said.
 
              "You're not dead yet, darling," she said, "and I don't think you will be. I trust Jeremiah."
 
              "So do I, damn it, and I don't know why." I waved a hand in the general direction of my study. "We hardly know the man! It's only been a matter of hours, and yet here we are, doing exactly what he says, and—and liking it! Why?"
 
              Her gray eyes looked straight into mine. "Maybe I'm a child, Walt. Maybe I'm a romantic. But I still say he's from the Double World. He's got mental powers that—that you and I can never understand."
 
              "Fiddle-faddle! The Double World is a legend. And even if it isn't, Jeremiah denied it when you accused him of it."
 
              She smiled a little. "Watch your pronouns, dear." Then the smile faded. "Besides, he didn't deny it. I asked him if he was a Trader because I've heard that Traders come from the Twin Planets. He laughed, remember? Then he said that he wasn't a Trader and that the Traders don't come from the Twin Planets. He never once said that he didn't come from there."
 
              When I thought back, I realized she was right. "That still doesn't mean anything," I said stubbornly.
 
              "No," she said softly, "I suppose not." She sipped at her drink again. "Walt?"
 
              "Yes?"
 
              "I've always thought our government was a good one, an honest one, one we could trust. Now I'm terrified."
 
              I thought that over before I said anything. "I don't think it's the government as such," I said after a moment. "Only certain individuals in it. I doubt if it's official government policy."
 
              "You mean that the government is all right, but the people who are in office are wrong? Where do you draw the line, Walt? If you have a hundred men in the Council, how many of them can be warped and vicious while the Council remains honest? One? Ten? Fifty? Ninety-nine?"
 
              Before I could answer that one, Jeremiah came out of my study, an empty glass in his hand. "Drink up, my hearties. Time to go. Come along."
 
              "What now?" I asked. Mirom was already on her feet.
 
              "Back to the city. We're not safe here any longer. Hurry."
 
              Two minutes later, we were back in the aircar, heading south toward the city. The night was black, now. The bright gem of Two had set, and only a sprinkling of stars gleamed in the sky.
 
              Jeremiah had settled himself comfortably in the driver's seat. "Gayle," he said conversationally, "you're a good businessman. What would you do if you found that every time a customer bought one of your products, he became violently sick?"
 
              "I'd stop all sales of the product and find out what was wrong with it," I replied immediately.
 
              "But what if the product wasn't at fault?"
 
              "I'd still stop sales. I'd investigate until I found out what was wrong. Hell, you've got to protect your customer."
 
              "Excellent, Gayle! Excellent! You're a man after my own heart. Now, suppose you're an Interstellar Trader."
 
              "I'm not stupid," I said. "I saw that one coming. The Traders don't give things away; they sell them. I'm a customer. I have exclusive rights on Barnesworld. I have to be protected. But why weren't the others protected, in those other systems you told us about?"
 
              "These things take time, Gayle. If you accidentally sell a few hundred cases of poisoned berries, a lot of people are going to get sick before the news gets back to you and you can start an investigation going."
 
              "This is the first investigation, then?"
 
              "Not exactly. This is the first time the antidote has been administered in time."
 
              "How do you equate poisoned berries with the paragravity effect?" I asked him.
 
              "Haven't you ever heard that perfectly harmless berries can be poisonous to certain people? Allergy, my dear Gayle; allergy. There are certain kinds of governments which are allergic to paragravity—and other things, which we won't go into now. There is nothing wrong with the product; we have to cure the allergy. It requires rather drastic measures, but it can be done. Indeed, it must be done."
 
              "How do you mean, 'drastic'?" I asked.
 
              "Well ..." There was a note of apology in his voice. "You have suffered some losses. Your office. Your apartment."
 
              "They're insured," I said. "Besides, it wasn't your fault. I don't mind collecting damage insurance, but I'd just as soon my life insurance stays in effect for a while. You saved my life twice."
 
              "I do believe you're developing a sense of humor, Gayle. But don't be too grateful." He glanced at the timepiece on the control panel. "Miss Flood, would you be so good as to tune in the news broadcast?"
 
              The news came in loud and clear.
 
              "This is Roj Harmon with the news from Capitol City. A flash bulletin has just come in. Only minutes ago, the country home of Walt Gayle, wanted for questioning in regard to the destruction of his office and home here in Capitol City, was bombed with deadly gas from an unidentified aircar. If anyone had been in the house, according to experts, he would have died within seconds. The damage to the house was slight, but the area around it was deadly for several minutes and is still unsafe. Police officers wearing gas masks report that the house was empty although the lights were on.
 
              "A special communique from the Capitol City Herald reports that the entire incident was due to police laxity. According to the report, Gayle himself communicated with the Herald shortly before the gas bombing, saying that he had been in his country home, located a few kilometers east of Vysington, and knew nothing of the destruction of his office and city apartment. He was quoted as saying: 'It is apparent that someone or some group is attempting to kill me. I do not know why. I have reported to the police and have asked for police protection.'
 
              "Subsequent investigation has shown this to be true, according to the Herald report. The police, said the Herald, had plenty of time to get to the Gayle home to prevent the attack and did not do so. The Herald demands an investigation. This station can verify officially the Herald report, since Mr. Gayle also communicated with the news office here before the bombing took place. Captain Varse, of the Vysington branch of the police, admitted that Gayle called his office and asked for protection. No explanation of the failure of the police to act has been forthcoming.
 
              "Gayle's lawyer, the Honorable Janik Thrane, has also issued a statement. Gayle, he says, is filing suit against the police for neglect of duty and endangering the life of a citizen. The amount of the suit has as yet been undisclosed.
 
              "On the North Coast, meanwhile, the eruption of Mount Cherongal has ..."
 
              Mirom turned the volume down low. I stared at Jeremiah.
 
              "My apologies," he said before I could open my mouth. "I found it necessary to imitate your voice. We now have them blocked. You are vindicated, dear boy; vindicated."
 
              "How?" I said at last. "I'm still not out of the soup." I was too confused to protest.
 
              "Certainly you are. The government has to save face now."
 
              "But will they?"
 
              "How could they do else?"
 
              "Mr. Jeremiah," Mirom interrupted, "just who are you?"
 
              "Jeremiah." He smiled.
 
              "I mean, what do you do? You're not from Barnesworld."
 
              "No," he said, "I'm not. You're quite perceptive, Miss Flood. I'm sort of a troubleshooter, you might say."
 
              "For the Interstellar Traders?"
 
              "In a way. But mainly for humanity. Barnesworld is backwards, terribly so. And there are others—too many others—like it in the Galaxy. The Interstellar Traders, from the more advanced planets, try to spread knowledge through the Galaxy, but occasionally they have to call for help when they run into trouble. We try to oblige."
 
              "By 'we' you mean—the Double World?" she asked slowly.
 
              He nodded. "Yes. As I said, you're very perceptive, Miss Flood.
 
              Most people in this sector think the Twin Planets are just a legend."
 
              I found my own voice. "You mean you really are a Loonairthian?"
 
              He nodded again. "Yes. You've slurred the name. We call the Double World—Luna-Earth. Actually, the planets are not twins, though they revolve about a common center. Luna is smaller, but we've had paragravity for more two thousand years.
 
              "Knowledge, you see, must be spread slowly and carefully."
 
              I had nothing to say.
 
              Mirom suddenly turned up the volume on the communicator.
 
              "Flash bulletin! An Interstellar Trader ship has entered the atmosphere above Capitol City. A communication demands immediate protection for their customer, Mr. Walt Gayle. They ..."
 
              But I didn't listen. Above the city, I could see the great bulk of the gigantic interstellar ship, glowing in the lights from the city itself.
 
              "They've been waiting in a high orbit," Jeremiah said softly. "You're perfectly safe now, Gayle. You can go on about your business."
 
 
 
The End

