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			THE NEW PHYSICS: THE SPEED OF LIGHTNESS,
CURVED SPACE, AND OTHER HERESIES

			LISTWOLME is a small world with a thin but permanently cloudy atmosphere. The inhabitants have never seen the stars, nor become aware of anything beyond their own planet. There is one main center of civilization which confined itself to a small region of the surface until about a hundred years ago, when an industrial revolution took place. For the first time, rapid transportation over substantial areas of the planet became possible.

			Orbital velocity at the surface of Listwolme is less than two kilometers a second. The meetings of the Listwolme Scientific Academy following the development of high-velocity surface vehicles are chronicled below. The highlights of those meetings were undoubtedly the famous exchanges between Professor Nessitor and Professor Spottipon.

			The first debate: In which Professor Nessitor reveals the curious results of his experiments with high-speed vehicles, and proposes a daring hypothesis.

			Nessitor: As Members of the Academy will recall, a few months ago I began to install sensitive measuring devices aboard the Tristee Two, the first vehicle to move at a speed more than ten times that of a running schmitzpoof. The work was not easy, because it was first necessary to suppress all vibration induced by the car’s contact with the surface.

			One month ago we achieved the right combination of smooth suspension and vibration damping. It was with some excitement that I placed one of our instruments, a sensitive spring balance, within the vehicle and we began steadily to increase our speed. As you may have heard, there have been reports of “feeling light” from the drivers of these cars when they go at maximum velocity.

			Fellow scientists, those feelings are no illusion! Our instruments showed a definite decrease in load on the balance as our speed was increased. There is a relationship between weight and motion!

			(As Nessitor paused, there was a murmur of surprise and incredulity around the great hall. Professor Spottipon rose to his feet.)

			Spottipon: Professor Nessitor, your reputation is beyond question. What would arouse skepticism from another in your case is treated with great respect. But your statement is so amazing that we would like to hear more of these experiments. For example, I have heard of this “lightening” effect at high speeds, but seen no quantitative results. Were your balances sensitive enough to measure some relation between the lightness and the speed?

			Nessitor (triumphantly): With great precision. We measured the weight shown on the balance at a wide variety of speeds, and from this I have been able to deduce a precise formula between the measured weight, the original weight when the vehicles was at rest, and the speed of movement. It is as follows.

			(Here Professor Nessitor went to the central display screen and sketched on it the controversial formula. It is believed that this was the first time it had ever appeared to public view.

			In the form that Nessitor used, it reads:

			(Weight at speed v) = (Rest weight) × (1 ― v2/c2)

			When the formula was exhibited there was a silence, while the others examined its implications.)

			Spottipon (thoughtfully): I think I can follow the significance of most of this. But what is the constant, c, that appears in your equation?

			Nessitor: It is a velocity, a new constant of nature. Since it measures the degree to which an object is lightened when it moves with velocity v, I suggest that the basic constant, c, should be termed the “speed of lightness”.

			Spottipon (incredulously): You assert that this holds anywhere on Listwolme? That your formula does not depend on the position where the experiment is conducted?

			Nessitor: That is indeed my contention. In a series of experiments at many places on the surface, the same result was obtained everywhere, with the same velocity, “c”. It is almost four times as fast as our fastest car.

			(There was a long pause, during which Professor Spottipon was seen to be scribbling rapidly on a scribe pad. When he had finished his face bore a look of profound inspiration.)

			Spottipon: Professor Nessitor, the formula you have written has some strange implications. You assert that there is a lightening of weight with speed across the surface. This we might accept, but you have not taken your formula to its logical limit. Do you realize that there must be a speed when the weight vanishes? When v = c, you have a situation where an object does not push at all on the balance! Worse than that, if v exceeds your “speed of lightness” you would calculate a negative weight. If that were true, a car moving at such a speed would fly completely off the surface. You would have created the long-discussed and arguably impossible “flying machine.”

			Nessitor (calmly): As Professor Spottipon has observed with his usual profound insight, the speed of lightness is a most fundamental constant. My interpretation is as follows: since it is clearly ridiculous that an object should have negative weight, the formula is trying to tell us something very deep. It is pointing out that there is no way that an object can ever exceed the speed of lightness. The speed that we can deduce from these experiments, c, represents the ultimate limit of speed that can ever be attained.

			(Sensation. The assembled scientists began to talk among themselves, some frankly disbelieving, others pulling forth their scribe pads and writing their own calculations. At last a loud voice was heard above the general hubbub.)

			Voice: Professor Nessitor! Do you have any name for this new theory of yours?

			Nessitor (shouting to be heard): I do. Since the effects depend only on the motion relative to the ground, I suggest the new results should be termed the PRINCIPLE OF RELATIVITY. I think that….

			(Professor Nessitor’s next comments were unfortunately lost in the general noise of the excited assembly.)

			Six months passed before Professor Nessitor appeared again at a meeting of the Academy. In those months, there had been much speculation and heated argument, with calls for more experiments. It was to an expectant but still skeptical audience that the Professor made his second address.

			Nessitor: Distinguished colleagues, last time that I was here there were calls for proof, for some fundamental basis for the formula I presented to you then. It was to answer those calls that I embarked, four months ago, on a new set of experiments with the Tristee Two vehicle. We had installed a new instrument on board our car. It measures distances very accurately, and permits the car’s course to be controlled to an absolutely straight line. For it had occurred to me to ask the question, if velocity and weight are so closely linked, could it be that distance itself depends on some unknown factors?

			Spottipon (somewhat irritably): With all due respect, Nessitor, I have no idea what you mean by such a statement. Distance is distance, no matter how fast you traverse it. What could you hope to find? I hoped that you would have repeated the experiments on speed and weight.

			Nessitor: My esteemed colleague, please have patience. Permit me to tell you what happened. We set the Tristee Two to travel a long distance at various speeds. And indeed, we confirmed the speed-weight relation. At the same time, we were measuring the distance travelled. But in performing this experiment we were moving longer linear distances over the surface of Listwolme than any other scientific group had ever done.

			I therefore decided to conduct an experiment. We travelled a long distance in a certain direction, accurately measuring this with our new instrument. Then we made a half turn and proceeded far along this new line, again measuring distance all the way. Finally, we headed straight back to our original starting point, following the hypotenuse of the triangle and measuring this distance also.

			Now, we are all familiar with the Sharog-Paty Theorem that relates the lengths of the sides of a right-angled triangle.

			(Nessitor went to the central display panel and scribed the famous Sharog-Paty relation:

			
				[image: ]
			
			There was a mutter of comments from behind him.)

			Impatient voice from the audience: Why are you wasting our time with such trivia? This relation is known to every unfledged child!

			Nessitor: Exactly. But it is not what we found from our measurements! On long trips—and we made many such—the Sharog-Paty relation does not hold. The further we went in our movements, the worse the fit between theory and observation.

			After some experiment, I was able to find a formula that expresses the true relation between the distances a, b, and c. It is as follows.

			(Nessitor stepped again to the display panel and wrote the second of his famous relations, in the form: cos(c/R) = cos(a/R) × cos(b/R).

			There was more intense study and excited scribbling in the audience. Professor Spottipon alone did not seem to share in the general stir. His thin face had gone pale, and he seemed to be in the grip of some strong private emotion. At last he rose again to his feet.)

			Spottipon: Professor, old friend and distinguished colleague. What is “R” in your equation?

			Nessitor: It is a new fundamental constant, a distance that I calculate to be about three million paces.

			Spottipon (haltingly): I have trouble saying these words, but they must be said. In some of my own work I have looked at the geometry of other surfaces than the plane. Professor Nessitor, the formula you have written there already occurs in the literature. It is the formula that governs the distance relations for the surface of a sphere. A sphere of radius R.

			Nessitor: I know. I have made a deduction from this—

			Spottipon: I beg you, do not say it!

			Nessitor: I must, although I know its danger. I understand the teachings of our church, that we live on the Great Plain of the World, in God’s glorious flatness. At the same time I cannot ignore the evidence of my experiments.

			(The Great Hall had fallen completely silent. One of the recording scribes dropped a scribe pin in his excitement and received quick glares of censure. It was a few seconds before Nessitor felt able to continue. He stood there with head bowed.)

			Nessitor: Colleagues, I must say to you what Professor Spottipon with his great insight realized at once. The distance formula is identical with that for distances on a sphere. My experiments suggest that space is curved. We live not on a plane, but on the surface of an immense sphere.

			(The tension crackled around the hall. The penalty for heresy (smothering in live toads) was known to all. At last Professor Spottipon moved to Nessitor’s side and placed one hand on his shoulder.)

			Spottipon: My old friend, you have been overworking. On behalf of all of us, I beg you to take a rest. This “curved space” fancy of yours is absurd—we would slide down the sides and fall off.

			(The hall rang with relieved laughter.)

			Spottipon: Even if our minds could grasp the concept of a curved space, the teachings of the Church must predominate. Go home, now, and rest until your mind is clearer.

			(Professor Nessitor was helped from the stage by kind hands. He looked dazed.)

			For almost a year, the Academy met without Nessitor’s presence. There were rumors of new theories, of work conducted at white heat in total seclusion. When news came that he would again attend a meeting, the community buzzed with speculation. Rumors of his heresy had spread. When he again stood before the assembly, representatives of the Church were in the audience.

			Professor Spottipon cast an anxious look at the Churchmen as he made Nessitor’s introduction.

			Spottipon: Let me say how pleased we are, Professor Nessitor, to welcome you again to this company. I must add my personal pleasure that you have abandoned the novel but misguided ideas that you presented to us on earlier occasions. Welcome to the Academy!

			Nessitor (rising to prolonged applause, he looked nervous but determined): Thank you. I am glad to be again before this group, an assembly that has been central to my whole working life. As Professor Spottipon says, I have offered you some new ideas over the past couple of years, ideas without fundamental supporting theory. I am now in a position to offer a new and far more basic approach. Space is curved, and we live on the surface of a sphere! I can now prove it.

			Spottipon (motioning to other scientists on the stage): Quick, help me to get him out of here before it’s too late.

			Nessitor (speaking quickly): The curvature of space is real, and the speed of lightness is real. But the two theories are not independent! The fundamental constants c and R are related to a third one. You know that falling bodies move with a rate of change of speed, g, the “gravitational constant”. I can now prove that there is an exact relation, that c2 = g × R. To prove this, consider the motion of a particle around the perimeter of a circle….

			(The audience was groaning in dismay. Before Nessitor could speak further, friends were removing him gently but firmly from the stage. But the representatives of the church were already moving forward.)

			

			At his trial, two months later, Professor Nessitor recanted all his heretical views, admitting that the new theories of space and time were deluded and nonsensical. His provisional sentence of toad-smothering was commuted to a revocation of all leaping privileges. He has settled quietly to work at his home, where he is writing a book that will be published only after his death.

			And there were those present at his trial who will tell you that as Nessitor stepped down from the trial box he whispered to himself—so softly that the words may have been imagined rather than heard—“But it is round.”

			

		

		
			A CERTAIN PLACE IN HISTORY

			“THIS is really rather nasty. Why did you let it go so long without attention? You should have come in for treatment weeks ago.”

			The dentist who was working on my ripely abscessed upper molar had a habit, common to his profession, of trying to conduct a conversation with a patient whose mouth was wedged open like a yawning hippopotamus. An accurate answer to his question would take twenty minutes and involve—at a minimum—mushrooms, space warps, high finance, aliens, the asteroid belt and my personal reputation. I rolled my eyes and said “Aa-gn-hng-aa,” or words to that effect. The answer seemed to satisfy him and he turned the conversation to local politics.

			It really isn’t easy to know where to begin. With the aliens? According to common myth, it isn’t really possible to hate an alien. If and when we meet up with some, the argument goes, we should get on with them very well. Our hatred is reserved for our own kind. I happen to know that idea is wrong. No human has ever met a Kaneelian, we don’t know where or how they live, or even what size and shape they are. But they cost me a million credits, they gave me the worst three days of my life, and they may make the name ‘Henry Carver’ go down in history as a big joke. I have a strong and personal hatred of Kaneelians, the whole wretched species.

			That’s obviously the wrong place to begin. I get carried away. Let me begin, objectively, with the tooth.

			It was a left upper molar that had been filled a couple of times already, and it was beginning to give me trouble again. Two hundred years ago, in the bad old days before medical science was perfected, a tooth was pulled out when it gave trouble. It is now possible, thanks to partially effective nerve-regeneration techniques, for the same tooth to cause periodic anguish for a good fifty years, with enormous associated cost. The ache was getting bad enough for me to consider and put off a visit to the dentist when I had a videophone call from Izzy Roberson.

			Izzy was always worth talking to. An old friend of my partner, Waldo Burmeister, he had suggested some profitable deals for us in the past, and wasn’t a man to waste your time with small stuff.

			“Got something good for you, Henry,” Izzy’s cheerful image began. “Know what agaricus campestris is?” He was a tiny, bouncy man, hopping up and down as usual in front of the screen. He had a great fondness for tall women, who loomed high above him and always made me think of the old story of the midget and the showgirl.

			I groped vaguely after law-school Latin. “Campestris. Something-or-other of the fields?”

			“Not bad, Henry, not bad at all. Agaricus campestris—it’s mushrooms, meadow mushrooms. Hold on a second, I’m going to put the scrambler on.”

			The screen became random color for a second, then cleared again as the unit on my phone picked up the coded unscrambler.

			“Safe to talk now,” he went on. “Henry, we want you to be a front man. We’re all set to develop a mushroom monopoly. If we pull this off, you’ll get all the commissions.”

			A mushroom monopoly sounded about as valuable as a corner in yak-wool hats. Cut off the supply of meadow mushrooms, and it seemed to me that people would happily eat something else. I mentioned this to Izzy.

			“Henry, don’t you ever look at the science sections? They don’t grow the damn things for eating, they use them to extract the transplant catalysts. There are only three companies in the business, and my clients now control two of them. We want the third, but we have to work through an intermediary.”

			I understood that easily enough. Laws on monopolies were getting stricter all the time. It was a situation I’d been involved in before and I knew the main limiting factors.

			“How much of the stock do you need, Izzy? Where’s it traded, and what do I use for money?”

			“It trades right here, on the Tycho City Board. If we can get twenty-seven percent of the voting stock, we’ll have clear control. We already bought eight percent through a holding company and we’ve been promised votes on another eleven percent in a trade-for-favors base. We want you to get the other eight percent any way you can.”

			“Expenses?”

			“Sure. But you only get the commissions if you buy us all we need. Finish with seven percent and you get nothing. Here are the credit number and stockholder positions you’ll need to do the buying.”

			I pressed ‘Record’ and he flashed me a stock I.D. list and a fourteen-digit code on the Tycho City Central Bank.

			“One other thing, Henry. We’ve got a deadline. Midnight, U.T., twelve days from now. Think you can make it?”

			It would be tight, maybe, but it should be possible. I thought for a moment, then nodded just as the door behind Izzy opened and a tall blonde walked in. He glanced around, waved a quick farewell to me and cut the connection on the tableau of Snow White and Happy. I was glad to see him go so I could get started at once. I forgot my nagging tooth and began to check the stock prices.

			If you’ve ever been involved in a quiet stock purchase, you know there are two main factors: A low profile, and fast action. If people think there is a take-over in the wind, they get greedy and hold on to what they have. The last percent always costs the most. And if you don’t do it fast enough, the professional market analysts will move when they see a lot of quick transactions in a quiet stock, and start buying against you on a speculative basis.

			After eight days, I had things moving along nicely. Six percent of the stock I needed was committed to a forward buy, held for three days, and I was expecting a call or a visit on the remaining two percent. I sat in my Tycho City apartment, one ear tuned to the phone and the other to the door chime. Visions of sugarplums danced in my head, and when the door rang, I leaped to answer it.

			I’ve become used to some unusual intermediaries in financial deals, but the man who ducked his head in through the doorway was the strangest yet. Huge, straw-haired, jutting-jawed, steely-eyed—you can supply the other adjectives yourself. It added up to the cliche hero of a space opera. He came in, looked at me, past me, and around the apartment. Finally he shrugged slightly and looked at me again.

			“Henry Carver?” There was surprise in his voice.

			“Yes. You’re from Securities Investment?”

			He made himself at home on my couch. “Never heard of them. Look, let me make sure there’s no mistake. Are you Henry Carver, the man who worked with Gerald Mattin on the development of the Mattin Link?”

			Hospitality and politeness have their limits. Anyway, that episode with the Mattin Link is not one of my favorite memories. “I don’t know who you are, or what you’re doing here. But I have an important business visit due any minute now. If you are not from Securities Investment, I’m afraid I must ask you to leave at once.”

			“Sorry, Mr. Carver. I can’t do that.” He fished in his coverall pocket and pulled out a mag strip I.D. “Check that out, then let’s talk.”

			He was depressingly sure of himself. I fed the strip through the phone connection and watched the I.D. appear on the screen. Imre Munsen, Special Investigator, United Space Federation, authorized to commandeer the use of equipment, services and personnel for Level Four System Emergencies; classification of current assignment (you’ve guessed it): Level Four.

			“Now you know who I am, Mr. Carver. Before we go on, I have to be sure that I know who you are. Are you in fact the man who worked on the original Mattin Link—the man who survived those first experiments?”

			“I am, but that was a long time ago. I don’t know anything about the Links they have nowadays.”

			“That’s all right. We need help from someone with a fresh mind, not tied to current theory. First, I must swear you to strictest secrecy. A situation of unprecedented danger to the human race has arisen. If you reveal what I tell you to a third party, you will be guilty of endangering the public welfare and will be charged accordingly. You know the penalties.”

			I did indeed. Anything the court chose to inflict. It was rather like the old military court-martial. No appeals, and the prosecutors, jury and judge were all the same people. My stomach began a rumble of anticipatory fear.

			“Mr. Carver,” Munsen went on, “it will be simplest if you listen to me first without asking questions. I have studied your file, so I know your capability and pattern of rapid response. But hear me out, please, before you begin.”

			What was the man talking about? I wondered what was in the file. And what about my business appointment? Munsen had better get on with it and go away quickly. There were a million credits waiting for me—if I could conclude my mushroom stock purchases in time. I decided to let him have his say, then tell him at once that I couldn’t help.

			It’s best if I summarize what he said to me. Munsen was just the sort of starry-eyed, deep-chested idiot he looked. Patriotic, fearless, decisive, clean-living—we seemed to have absolutely nothing in common, the two of us. His explanation was full of irrelevant stirring speeches about our future, and the need for all of us to give our utmost to human advancement. It was enough to make a rational man sick.

			Six weeks earlier, as Munsen told it, a party of six had chartered a space yacht for a scenic tour of the inner Solar System. Milton Kaneely, the holovision star, had made the rental. Three men and three women were on board—and with Milton Kaneely, for ‘scenic tour’ you could safely read ‘drunken orgy.’ They had careered randomly around the Moon and off past Mars into the asteroid belt. Blundering along there, they had landed on a rock fragment less than a kilometer long—and stumbled across the first evidence of an alien race. On the asteroid, in a big rock chamber, sat the space warp. Kaneely and friends didn’t know it was a space warp—or even that they had found evidence of aliens. They thought they’d found an unmanned USF Navy station. They sent a joking message back to Tycho City, complaining about the lack of a station emergency grog supply, and rocketed off for Chryse City.

			The USF Communications Group would have written the call off as a joke, except that on the way to Chryse City the Kaneely party had encountered another asteroid—this time at a relative velocity of five kilometers a second. The accident, so far as anyone could tell, had nothing to do with their earlier landing, but the investigation group had taken a look at that asteroid too, to make their report complete. They found the space warp. Not knowing quite what it was, they were still smart enough to recognize it as an alien artifact. That was when Imre Munsen had been called in.

			“The most irritating thing,” he said to me, “is the complete randomness of it. The Kaneelians didn’t try to hide the space warp from us, but they didn’t give it any kind of beacon, either. For all the help we had from them, it could have been another thousand years before we stumbled across it. We still have no idea how long they were on that asteroid, what they were doing in the Solar System, or when they left. They might come back any time.”

			He looked gloomy and irritated. I stole a glance at my watch. It was getting late, my tooth was aching again, and there was still no sign of my mushroom man.

			“This whole matter is really interesting, Mr. Munsen,” I said to him, polite and insincere. “But I’m a lawyer, you know, not a scientist. I can’t think why you want me involved in all this—unless you are planning to sue the aliens for negligence.”

			He cheered up a little and smiled at me. “You underrate yourself, Mr. Carver. I like to see that in a man. Our computer selected your file from millions, as the best person we could get for this job. I read your background myself before I came here and I won’t be fooled by a modest appearance. The first man to transfer through the Mattin Link—and the only survivor of those early experiments. The man to whom Peter Pinton entrusted the secret of Pintonite, and one of two men to come out of that alive when Pinton was killed. The only man to survive the Deimos Plague.”

			Munsen shook his head admiringly. “It’s not just a question of hard work and intelligence, Mr. Carver. Lots of people have those. You also have good luck—and you’ve got guts.”

			Not only that, I fully intended to keep them. I had no idea where Munsen had got all that information—accurate, as far as it went, but it didn’t go far enough. I felt like saying, “No, no, you’ve got it all wrong. I’m not brave at all. I’m a certified coward.” But I didn’t think it would make any difference. Munsen looked like a very determined man. Instead, I said, “I only wish I could help you, Mr. Munsen. But, really, I have no idea what I could do for you. I have pressing business obligations, and I know nothing about the aliens.”

			“You know as much as we do, Mr. Carver. I want you to take a look at that space warp and use your intuition and experience.”

			My intuition and experience told me to stay as far away from it as I could.

			“It has our group baffled,” Munsen went on. “It provides instantaneous transfer, the same as the Mattin Link, but it’s a lot more flexible. For one thing, it seems as though the exit points can be anywhere. For another, you don’t need Link equipment at the exit. We’ve been able to send signalling devices—not people—through it, and they come out some place in the Solar System. Some random place. Two disappeared, and we think they must have gone into the Sun.”

			Worse and worse. So far, it sounded riskier than the Mattin Link, and I’d had my fill of that long ago. “You tried to send people?” I asked.

			He nodded. “Volunteers. But there’s some kind of a sensing device on the side of the warp chamber. It won’t send living multi-celled organisms. Just sits there humming when we try it. It’s very disappointing. The Kaneelians built in some kind of control on it and we have no idea how to change the settings.”

			“Why not take it apart?”

			“We’d love to. As soon as we know how it works, we will. At the moment we’re afraid we may ruin it completely if we tamper with it. We’d like to study the separate pieces. For one thing, it seems as though there are all-temperature superconductors in the control box.”

			What was an all-temperature superconductor? I shook my head firmly. “There’s not a thing I could do for you, Mr. Munsen. It’s outside my field.”

			Munsen turned three moods meaner. “Mr. Carver, I don’t think you understand the situation. I am requesting your cooperation. But I am not really offering you a choice. We need you. If you persist in your attitude, I will be forced to send you for a hearing—on Earth.” He smiled a horrid smile. “Your record suggests that you prefer not to visit Earth. In any case, I expected you would welcome a chance to serve humanity.”

			A hearing on Earth. I shuddered at the thought. There were people there who’d love to get their hands on me. Whatever Munsen’s project, I couldn’t imagine it would be worse than that. Even so, I wasn’t prepared to give up my million credits without a struggle.

			“Don’t get me wrong, Mr. Munsen. I’d be only too happy to go with you and take a look at the alien machines. But I have big responsibilities here. I can’t spare the time, particularly just now.”

			His manner warmed a little. “Of course, I know you’re a busy man. What I have in mind wouldn’t take long. I want you to take a quick look at the alien equipment, then you can come back here to the Moon and think it over, see what ideas it suggests to you. If necessary, we’ll arrange a second trip later—but that might not be needed, if we can use your ideas without your presence.”

			“But can’t that first trip wait a week?”

			He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Time is important. Every day wasted could mean danger to us all. Until we understand the space warp, we won’t feel safe—the Kaneelians could come back any day, and we’d be helpless. I will guarantee you that if we leave tonight, I’ll have you back from this trip in forty-eight hours. That’s the best I can offer, and I tell you that I’m stretching the rules to promise that.”

			Two days away would leave only two more days to finish the stock deal. I didn’t like it at all, but I sensed that it was the best offer I’d get. For a Level Four emergency like this one, Munsen could have me shot, and no one would ask him for the reason until it was too late.

			“Give me the time to make one videophone call,” I said. “Then I’ll be ready to go. What do I need to bring with me?”

			“Not a thing—we’ll fit you out at Headquarters.” He looked pleased with himself, and what he probably thought of as his subtle powers of persuasion. “I must say, Carver, I’m feeling relieved to know you’ll be working on this job.”

			I postponed my mushroom meeting for two days—much to my contact’s surprise, who knew something tricky was going on financially. Timing on these deals is everything. Then I swallowed a pill for my aching tooth, and off we went. It made me very pessimistic for the future of humanity, to think that they had to rely on people like me to handle their emergencies.

			Two hours later we lifted away from Tycho Base on a highspeed USF Navy cutter. Free fall never did agree with me, and never will. I was all right during the eight-hour trip to Kaneely’s asteroid, a forlorn chip of rock in the middle of nowhere, because the ship was under acceleration all the way. But the temporary station that the Navy had set up on the rock itself had no gravity to speak of.

			We didn’t bother to dock in the usual way—there was only a big pressure dome, on the surface of the asteroid. We hovered close to that, and went across to it in our suits. Inside the bubble about forty men and women had assembled. Munsen, like the ham he was, made a fool of both of us.

			He made a stand-up speech. “Men,” he said—ignoring the women completely. “We’ve had a hard time of it, this last month. Now there’s a ray of hope, a light at the end of the tunnel. Here is the man we’ve all waited to see, Henry Carver. Henry Carver, the only man—” And away he went.

			I endured it, averting my eyes from the audience, which seemed to be lapping it up. After Munsen dried up, they went into a very long and—to me, at any rate—completely meaningless briefing on the work that had been done so far to explore the Kaneelian chamber in the rock. I nodded occasionally, but the technical discussion was beyond me.

			Boiling off the jargon and gibberish, what was left seemed to be simple enough. The asteroid chamber was completely empty except for the space warp, and nobody had any idea at all how that worked.

			You put a signalling beacon, or some other object, inside it and then pressed a bar on the outside. Instantly, the beacon or whatever appeared somewhere else, anywhere from ten thousand to five hundred million miles away. The beacons that had been recovered—they had lost another since Munsen briefed me—were all intact and apparently unscathed by the jump. But their positions when they appeared were completely random. Put a man or an animal inside the warp cylinder, and press the bar again. Nothing at all happened, except a slight hum from the machine.

			They had tried men in twos and men in threes; men in lead suits to screen testing radiation; men in suspended animation; men who had been knocked unconscious; and—Munsen would try anything—dead men. Of these, only the last were accepted for transfer and as usual they told no tales.

			The Navy still had plenty of volunteers, going dutifully into the space-warp enclosure and then, hours later, floating back out again when it was clear that nothing was going to happen. There was no doubt that they were all getting discouraged.

			I wasn’t keen to go near the Kaneelian machine—you never knew when it might suddenly decide to work, explode or otherwise do something drastic. On the other hand, I very much wanted to get the thing over with and go back to Tycho City for my unfinished business. When the briefing ended, Munsen and I floated together down into the big chamber under the surface of the asteroid.

			It was actually three big spaces, inter-connected through tall archways. Two were completely empty and in a corner of the third sat a solitary, dull-grey metal cylinder, about two meters wide and three meters high. The space warp. You climbed in through the open top, and on the outside there was a gray bar that activated the system—or failed to if there was a man inside.

			“Why are the arches so big?” I asked Imre Munsen over my suit radio. “Were the Kaneelians all ten meters tall?”

			“We don’t know. They might have been. On the other hand, they should have been our size, or near to it, to fit into the warp. For all we know now, they may come in a variety of sizes. Why do you ask?”

			A good question. I was just making conversation to put off the next step. Then I had an idea. “You say it will send single-celled animals through. Is it possible that the Kaneelians were single-celled? Could a single cell grow to the size of a man?”

			“I don’t see why not. It wouldn’t solve our problem. It would explain why a single-celled animal can get through—but not why multi-celled animals can’t. Why would they want to stop a transfer?”

			I shrugged. Since I don’t understand human behavior at all, it seemed presumptuous to guess at the motives of the aliens. Munsen gestured at the top of the warp cylinder.

			“I’m going to take a look at the inside, Henry. Coming?”

			“Best if I stay outside, I think,” I said casually. “The control unit’s out here. I want to watch what happens to it when you go inside.”

			Munsen had made it quite clear that at some point he expected me to take a look inside that ghastly cylinder, but I saw no reason to rush in. He nodded at me. “Makes sense. Once I’m inside, press the bar. You never know, I might get lucky.”

			He floated up, then down into the open top of the cylinder. After a couple of seconds, his voice came over the suit radio. I worked the bar, and hoped. There was a low, steady humming from one of two square boxes on the side of the warp. It went on for about five seconds, then stopped. I waited.

			After twenty seconds I heard Munsen’s disappointed voice. “No good. I might as well come out again. There’s a sort of metal piece inside here that moved backwards and forwards when I was waiting for the warp. I think it’s the scanner. Let’s change places and you can take a look.”

			It was the moment of truth. If one of the boxes contained the scanner control, then the other box was presumably the warp mechanism itself. While Munsen was getting out of the cylinder, I took a multi-purpose belt attachment from the waist of my suit and opened up a long dur-steel spike. Its use had always mystified me—it looked like an ice pick, but presumably wasn’t. I drove it as hard as I could into the soft-plastic middle of the box that I thought contained the warp mechanism. Then—a bad mistake, as I later realized—to be on the safe side, I drove it just as hard into the other box.

			There was a satisfying sizzling noise, like a damp onion ring dropped into very hot fat. Feeling much reassured, I put the spike away and waited for Munsen to join me.

			“Let me stand here and watch what happens,” he said. “Did you see anything at this end when I was inside?”

			I shrugged, then realized he couldn’t see that well inside my suit. “Just the hum you told me about—from that box.”

			I hoped my efforts to gain a little insurance would not be visible to Munsen. With the old butterflies in my stomach, I pushed gently off from the floor, floated up and then, with a slight down-boost from the jets, dropped slowly into the warp cylinder.

			Despite my steps to deactivate the warp, I had the feeling that I was in trouble: I think the thing that separates a real coward from ordinary men is an extra sense that provides him with a continuous stream of information on all dangers, real or imaginary. To my eye, the open top of the cylinder gaped beneath me like the mouth of Hell.

			I touched the warp floor, and stood there breathless. After fifteen long seconds, when nothing at all had happened, I drew air into my complaining lungs. It felt good.

			“It’s no good, Munsen,” I said, hoping my relief didn’t show in my voice. “Nothing’s happening. I might as well come out.”

			He didn’t answer. I straightened my legs to push off from the floor of the warp cylinder. They made no contact. I looked down, then up. In both directions, there was a featureless gray nothingness—and it was the same on all sides.

			I was baffled. I couldn’t be in the warp transfer—that was instantaneous. Then where was I? The question became more and more relevant as time went by and seconds became minutes.

			It would be misleading to say that I panicked when I realized the fix I was in. I had been in a state of terror ever since Munsen made it clear that he expected me to go inside the warp chamber. I couldn’t get much higher on the panic scale. Even so, I didn’t at all relish the prospect of starving to death inside my suit, or maybe popping out inside the Sun. My water and air recycling were almost perfect, but I would run out of food in a week.

			After an hour of these cheerful thoughts, a new factor entered. My tooth erupted again. It had been sitting back, quietly throbbing, ever since we reached the asteroid. Now it woke up with a vengeance and began to poke red-hot needles down through the top of my head. I couldn’t get a finger in my mouth because it was in the suit, but I ran my tongue over the left side of my inner gum and was rewarded with a bolt of lightning through my left temple. The gum felt squishy and I had a peculiar taste in my mouth. The pain grew steadily worse.

			There seems little point in a detailed recapitulation of the next three days. If—as seems unlikely—you’ve been through a similar experience, you know what it was like. If not, no words describe it. Fortunately or unfortunately, the infection from my tooth distorted my time sense. I ran a high fever and was delirious for at least part of the time. Teeth were much on my mind. I remember saying, out loud, “the tooth, and nothing but the tooth,” and “uneasy lies the tooth that wears the crown.”

			One thing is clear. Somehow, the combination of solitude, fear, pain and fever worked a strange synthesis. Just after I had said, “But why put the warp controls on the outside, not the inside?” I understood, from nowhere, the purpose, logic and practice of the Kaneelian space warp. I knew why we couldn’t see a pattern in the points of exit, and why we hadn’t been able to send living things through it.

			The knowledge did me no good. My misery went on. Then, long after I had died, gone to Hell, and been sent on from there to a worse place, the gray ambience suddenly vanished and I popped out into the black, dazzling vacuum of normal space. My suit emergency signal switched itself on and four hours later a USF transfer vessel picked me up. I had been warped almost two million miles away from the asteroid. The ship’s robodoc clucked over me and pumped me full of antibiotics, tranquilizers and happy pills. By the time we reached Tycho Base I was stoned out of my mind and feeling pretty good.

			The trip took twenty hours. When we finally got there, I saw from my watch that my mushroom-deal deadline was a thing of the past. Goodbye million credits, I thought cheerfully. Hello Imre Munsen.

			He had arrived at Tycho shortly before I had. Would you believe it, he wanted to pump me for information before we’d exchanged two words? He was in a fine state of excitement.

			“Henry, you did it! We knew you would. What was the trick to it? How did you know what to do?”

			I had a clear choice. I could tell the truth, and probably be shot for sabotaging priceless equipment. Or I could explain that I had intentionally disabled the space-warp selection mechanism to make it accept living things—and I had, of course, bravely put

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

		

		
			PERFECTLY SAFE, NOTHING TO WORRY ABOUT

			“A bit lower on the left. Bit more. There, that’s it. Hold it right there.”

			I held it as Waldo directed and he drove in the last nail, then stepped back. Perfect. We looked at the sign and beamed at each other.

			‘Burmeister & Carver—Legal Advisors.’  The old firm, a long way from Washington D.C., but back in business again.

			We went into the office and closed the door. Not much space inside—it cost ten credits a square foot, unfurnished, for rentals in Tharsis City. But we had one respectable-sized office, and a much less fancy office/utility room behind it. We’d agreed to take turns manning the front office until we built up enough business to spread ourselves a bit. As the first and only lawyers on Mars, we were sure that wouldn’t take long.

			I went back to my desk in the rear office—Waldo was taking the first shift out front. Then I came straight out again. Fifteen minutes earlier there had been a jelly doughnut on my table. I looked at Waldo and began, “Waldo, did you—?”

			What was the use? I gave up in mid-sentence. In the twenty years since we left law school I’d seen Waldo swell from a youth of sylphlike elegance to a first-order man-mountain. The time he’d spent (more accurately, done) on the Venus terra-forming project had thinned him, temporarily, but as soon as he reached Mars he’d started to swell again. I’d bullied, insulted, cajoled, lectured and warned Waldo. If he kept on eating the way he did, one day he’d explode. He listened contritely, swore he’d diet at once, implored me to keep sweet stuff out of his reach and thanked me for trying to help. Then as soon as my back was turned—chomp.

			As it turned out, we had been over-optimistic about the number of cases that would come our way. True, we were the only lawyers for forty million miles, and Mars did have a population of several thousand. But—no business. I maintain that where a barbarian would pick up a rock or a tree root to settle a dispute, a civilized man picks up a videophone and seeks legal counsel. Measured by that standard, Mars was too busy scrabbling for survival to qualify above the barbarian level. For the first three weeks I had little to do but sit about, watching Waldo occupy a steadily increasing amount of the available office space.

			When our first client finally arrived, Waldo was manning the front desk and I was sitting in the back office looking at a lunar travel brochure. Waldo collected them. I was reading a poetic description of a valley of mud, dust and rock when I heard the door of the outer office.

			“Are you Burmeister and Carver?” asked an unfamiliar voice.

			“We are. I am Waldo Burmeister, at your service.”

			“I’m Peter Pinton. I’ve got something extremely valuable here and I’d like to leave it with you to lock in your safe.”

			Waldo’s visitor seemed to be confusing us with a bank. We didn’t have a safe, just a big cupboard in the back room with a defective lock. I sneaked a look through a narrow crack in the ill-fitting and badly made door between our inner and outer offices. Our visitor was very tall and lanky, with brown hair and a pair of innocent and startlingly blue eyes. His dress told me that he was a ranger—probably a geologist, roving around outside the domed city areas. Waldo had responded instinctively to the words ‘extremely valuable’ and had Pinton already seated in our one comfortable chair.

			What would it be? Precious metals, old artifacts, Martian superfluids? I could almost hear the cash registers ringing in Waldo’s head.

			“In our safe, Mr. Pinton? Of course. Where is your deposit?”

			Waldo hadn’t missed a beat. Pinton reached into his brown, bulky jacket and produced a small phial, about the size of a pill bottle, containing a pale, oily-looking liquid. Since Pinton couldn’t see me I felt free to register my disappointment.

			Waldo looked at the bottle dubiously. “What exactly is it, Mr. Pinton?”

			“It’s Pintonite, that’s what it is.” Our visitor smiled happily. “It’s going to make me the richest man on Mars. I always suspected there should be something like this here—I’ve looked in places where the areology is right for ten years, and I’ve finally found and refined it.” He held up the bottle. “The most powerful chemical explosive ever known, by a factor of ten. One gram’s enough to blow a ten-meter crater in solid rock. It’ll revolutionize mining on the asteroids.”

			Peter Pinton must have noticed Waldo’s lack of enthusiasm at the idea of looking after a super-bomb. “Perfectly safe, nothing to worry about,” he added. He shook the bottle with great vigor.

			I screamed so hard that no sound came out and clapped my hands over my ears. Waldo, with an equally sound protective logic, covered his eyes with his hands. Pinton cackled inanely. “Perfectly safe. Only explodes under very special conditions. Safe as water.”

			He reached into his jacket again and produced a five thousand credit note. “Here’s a down payment. I’ll need your help when the time comes to negotiate on this with General Mining.”

			Now he was talking. I breathed again, but Waldo still seemed curiously reluctant to touch the phial or the money. I decided that it was time to introduce myself to our new client.

			I had second thoughts as I came into the room. Peter Pinton was offering the phial to Waldo with his right hand and absent-mindedly scratching himself around the ribs with his left. No wonder Waldo was hesitant. I’ve read a hundred theories as to how Earth fleas evaded pre-flight inspection to get to Mars, and I don’t believe any of them. But when you’ve seen how far a flea can jump under a surface gravity only two-fifths that of Earth, and with an atmosphere in the domed cities only one-third as dense, you have no trouble understanding how they’ve managed to spread the way they have. I could detect ripples of sympathetic itching running up and down Waldo’s back. As Peter Pinton and I shook hands and he gave me the money and phial, I watched him closely for emigrants.

			Pinton seemed relieved to be rid of the bottle. “I told Muriel I wanted somebody else to look after the Pintonite this morning. I’m not comfortable carrying valuables in the domicibile. I feel a lot easier now. Well, I’ll be off. See you in a few days. I want to hear what Muriel says when I tell her you’re looking after the Pintonite.”

			“Your wife?” I asked politely.

			He looked at me curiously. “Now what would a man want with a woman, out in the red ranges? Muriel’s my parrot.” And he was gone without further comment.

			Waldo took a big gulp of unsweetened coffee absent-mindedly as Pinton left the room. His face puckered like a punctured Mars dome. For the past couple of days he’d been holding down on his calories and we’d thrown out every temptation. The change so far was imperceptible.

			I locked the money in our cash box and went through to the inner office to put Pinton’s phial into the big cupboard, in among the crockery, stationery, low-calorie food items and legal reference volumes. I put it on the bottom shelf, next to Waldo’s weighing-machine. He’d bought a spring balance, and derived comfort from the thought that he weighed less than eighty kilos—his ‘college weight,’ as he described it. I wondered if he was looking at lunar brochures for his next stopping-point when his Mars-weight topped eighty.

			In the front office Waldo had a dreamy expression in his eyes. “If General Mining would pay Pinton a million credits for the rights to Pintonite, I bet that United Chemicals would offer double.”

			I nodded. We discussed it no further. As Disraeli remarked, sensible men are all of the same religion. And pray, what is that? Sensible men never tell. Substitute ‘financial views’ for ‘religion’ there, and you have my attitude exactly.

			The next time Peter Pinton showed up at the office I was on my own. Waldo had gone off for a meeting ‘with an industrial group’ and I had not asked for details. Pinton sat down with the neat movements of a man who spent most of his life inside a three by four meter domicibile—the standard house/mobile lab/explorer vehicle of the Mars rangers. He took a small jar of white crystals from his jacket pocket and placed it on the table.

			“Version two,” he said. “Purified, ten times as powerful per gram. Take this for your safe and give me the other one back—I need it for a little demonstration later this week.”

			I hesitated and he misunderstood my reluctance. “Oh, it’s as safe as the last lot. Under any normal circumstances, perfectly neutral. See here.” He unscrewed the top of the jar, licked his finger tip, dipped it in the white powder and stuck it in his mouth. He grinned happily as I goggled.

			“Perfectly safe. Want a lick? It doesn’t taste of much,” he assured me. “Sort of yeasty and a bit sweet.”

			I declined the offer and went reluctantly through to the inner office. I closed the door—so Pinton wouldn’t see the nonexistent safe—and opened the cupboard to get the phial. Would it still be there? Thank heaven, it was, just where I had left it. Perhaps I had misjudged Waldo’s meeting. Feeling much happier I placed the jar of crystal Pintonite in the cupboard and gave his phial back to Pinton. I sat down again behind the desk. Pinton seemed in no hurry and in a chatty mood, and I wanted certain information from him.

			“Occurs naturally on Mars?” he said, repeating my question. “Yes, in crude form. Now that’s not surprising—Mars has a different geological history from Earth, so we expect some different compounds. Pintonite’s an isomeric hydrocarbon-fluorocarbon form—just as diamond is a form of carbon, created under special conditions in the history of the planet.”

			“You mean you could make Pintonite from other things, the way we make diamonds?”

			“Sure—if you knew the chemical structure and were smart enough, you could synthesize it. But why bother? There’s plenty here on Mars if you’re smart enough to know where to look and what to look for.” He preened himself. “You see, the thing that makes Pintonite so powerful is just an unusual hydrocarbon bond. It’s like a compressed spring, with a catch on it. Unhook the catch, and all that energy in the spring is released. The secret’s in the chemical structure.”

			“And that can be found by measurement?”

			“Sure. Any run-of-the-mill lab could do it. That’s why I wanted to have it here, where it’s safe, and not where the industrial espionage boys could lay their hands on it.”

			His simple trust in the legal profession was touching. My suspicions that he was a little cracked were growing. As he left, those suspicions were given a strong boost by our neighbor along the corridor. She was a youngish, talkative mother of three, with a husband who worked the day shift outside the domes in the open-field agricultural area. According to Waldo, she fancied me—by comparison, I suppose—but I had so far survived with my honor intact.

			As Peter Pinton departed she came along the corridor and looked into the office. Her hair had so many curlers in it that she seemed to be wearing an elaborate bronze headpiece.

			“What’s old Pete been doing in here?” she inquired. “I haven’t seen him for a year or two.”

			“Legal matters, Mrs. Wilkinson—I can’t betray a client’s confidences, you know. Where did you meet Mr. Pinton?”

			“Oh, me and him had a thing going for a while. Never got too serious, though. He was always too busy during the day—not like you lawyers.” She paused and eyed me speculatively for a few moments. Gambit declined, she went on. “Anyway, I got a bit tired of him after a while. He was always going on about his bloody parrot. No wonder they all called him Looney Pete.”

			She turned her head back along the corridor, revealing the full splendor of her ormolu helmet, and shouted a snappy reply to a child’s question. Then she smiled at me alluringly. “I’m just going to have a cup of coffee and a little something to go with it, Mr. Carver. Perhaps you’d like to join me?”

			As she raised her plucked eyebrows inquiringly, Waldo’s familiar figure loomed over her shoulder. I looked at him with relief. She gave him a savage glare and then disappeared down the corridor. Waldo was in excellent spirits. I wondered just what he’d been up to. Well, regardless of that I had work of my own to do now, as soon as I could find the right place to help me. But I must admit that I didn’t feel comforted by our lady neighbor’s report on our client, Mr. Peter Pinton.

			Neither Waldo nor I were particularly alarmed at first when the Tharsis City police arrived. Our licenses were in good shape, and our credentials to practice law on Mars impeccable. As the only two lawyers on the planet, we had framed the bar charter ourselves.

			Police Investigator Lestrade had with him a saturnine, dark-haired man from General Mining, a double for Bela Lugosi in the classic Dracula 2-D movies, whom he introduced to us as Test Supervisor Kozak.

			Like most Martians, they seemed puzzled by what Waldo and I actually did for a living. We explained our activities and they dutifully recorded them with a slight air of disbelief. After the general introductions Lestrade cleared his throat, scratched his thinning pate, and got down to business.

			“Yesterday, Mr. Peter Pinton gave a demonstration of a powerful new explosive to General Mining. Mr. Kozak supervised the test.” Lestrade spoke very slowly, picking his words with care. “Now, we would like you to tell us all that you know about that explosive, Pintonite.”

			He stopped. We waited. No more words came, apparently he was done. I was puzzled by his accusing manner and wondered again if Waldo had been up to something.

			“I think there may be a misunderstanding,” I finally replied. “We know very little. We’re not geologists or chemists, you know. You want to talk to Peter Pinton himself—he’s the expert.”

			“You can ask him,” said Lestrade morosely. He placed a silver box on the desk, about the same size and shape as a portable communicator. I looked at it for the send/receive button but couldn’t see it. I looked questioningly at Lestrade, who pressed a catch on the side of the box. The top opened to reveal a layer of grey powder inside.

			“There’s Peter Pinton, all there is of him.” Lestrade looked at the box with a certain macabre satisfaction. “When he brought in his explosive, with his claim that it was superpowerful and completely safe, Mr. Kozak insisted on a controlled demonstration. They put Pinton inside a sealed metal tank to set up the test and watched from outside. Pinton was half right, you might say—it’s far and away the most powerful explosive anybody has ever seen. But Pinton hadn’t told anybody the chemical formula for it. Mr. Kozak came to see us after the explosion yesterday afternoon, and this morning we went over to see Polly—”

			“—his parrot,” Waldo interjected, nodding intelligently.

			“—Polly Pinton, his ex-wife, now living in Chryse Dome,” Lestrade went on. He scrutinized Waldo closely, as though mentally measuring him for a straitjacket. “She told us that Pinton had left a sample of the explosive with Henry Carver and Waldo Burmeister, Lawyers, at this address.”

			I sighed. So much for a deal with United Chemicals. I looked at Waldo. He shrugged and went into the back room to get the Pintonite sample.

			After half a minute of banging around in the cupboard he was back, pale and sweating.

			“Henry, it’s not there.” He signalled his next message with his eyes, as clearly as if he had spoken it: “What have you done with it, Henry?”

			I was shocked. “It must be there, Waldo, I saw it just yesterday. Let me take a look.”

			I went into the back room and did a lightning but thorough search of the cupboard. No jar of white crystals, not a sign of it.

			“Henry, for God’s sake, don’t play games,” whispered Waldo from just behind me. “Tell them what you did with it, we can’t do any deals now.”

			I turned back to him. “What do you mean, play games? Aren’t you the one who took it to United Chemicals?”

			He shook his head. “I was supposed to meet them again tomorrow, with a sample.”

			We looked at each other in dismay and stupefaction. Finally we went back into the outer office and faced Lestrade. He took the news that the Pintonite was gone with no emotion. It seemed almost as though he had expected something like that. He nodded slowly.

			“We’ll have to do a deep probe to get information on this. Who was here when Peter Pinton brought that explosive in and discussed storing it with you?”

			“I was,” Waldo reluctantly volunteered.

			“And were you present, Mr. Carver?” asked Lestrade.

			“Only at the very end of the meeting.” Thank heaven for literal truth, and for the legal definition of present.

			“Right. Mr. Burmeister, you’ll have to come with us. This examination will take a few hours.”

			The game was over all right. But thank heaven, too, for my own foresight. I took out my wallet with a sigh and removed a slip of paper from it.

			“I don’t think that will be necessary, Mr. Lestrade. This contains the chemical anlysis of a Pintonite sample, performed just a few days ago.”

			I handed it to him. Waldo looked like a man reprieved at the eleventh hour—psychoprobes were tough stuff and a few people came out of them with their brains permanently scrambled. Kozak leapt on the paper with a cry of joy and read it while we watched.

			After a few seconds of inspection he began to turn into a vampire. His teeth curled back from his upper lip and a deep snarl came from him. He seemed all set to leap and suck blood.

			“Mr. Carver,” he finally said in choked tones. “You had a chemical anlysis done. I suppose you are willing to tell us what type of analysis was performed?”

			Now I was really confused. “Well, of course I am. I asked them to do the most final and complete one that they could. I forget the exact word that was used on the order.”

			“An ultimate analysis?”

			“Yes, that’s it exactly.”

			“You scientific illiterate,” he screamed at once. “You great baboon.” My information didn’t seem to have pleased him. “An ultimate chemical analysis gives the final chemical composition in terms of the percentage of each element. It doesn’t tell you a thing about the chemical structure.” He waved the paper in the air, literally gnashing his teeth as he did so. I’d never encountered that before outside the holodramas. “This just gives the amount of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen and fluorine. I could no more make Pintonite from this information than I could make your friend here—” He glowered at Waldo. “—from a barrel of lard and a sack of flour.”

			An unfortunate example, I felt, and quite uncalled for. They dragged poor Waldo away to his fate. I hoped he’d be back again, intact, in a few hours. What on Earth—what on Mars—had gone wrong? I was sure Waldo had told me the truth—so where was the Pintonite?

			I wandered around the office, looking everywhere I could think of for the missing jar. No sign. I picked up the useless chemical analysis paper—my trump card—and looked at it sadly. Then I crumpled it into a ball and went through to the inner office to throw it into the trash.

			I opened the lid of the trash can—and froze. Suddenly, I understood exactly what had happened to the Pintonite. It had never occurred to me to tell Waldo that Peter Pinton had switched the phial of liquid for a jar of crystalline Pintonite. Waldo had been looking for the phial, while I’d looked for the jar. Now I’d found it. Empty. Waldo, in his insane lust for sweetmeats, had used three ounces of Pintonite to sugar his coffee. “Yeasty and sweet,” Pinton had said.

			When events call for it I can be a man of action. In less than ten minutes I had made reservations for Waldo and myself, immediate departure for Deimos. It was time that Burmeister and Carver found new business offices. I’d write and tell the Tharsis City police all about recent events, but I’d much rather do it from off-planet. I had a clear mental picture of three ounces of Pintonite going into and through Waldo. Tharsis City had, as I recalled, more than thirty thousand meters of sewage pipes beneath it. I could visualize a thin layer of Pintonite spread through every bit. Peter Pinton had said that it was perfectly safe, but his reputation as a reliable authority had diminished considerably in the past few hours. If the Tharsis City plumbing arrangements happened to have the right environment to set it off, it might not be the biggest explosion in the history of Mars, but it would certainly be the most disgusting.

			I sat down to wait impatiently for Waldo’s return. On second thoughts, I called and modified our space travel reservations. I didn’t know how long it took Pintonite to pass completely through the human alimentary canal. Separate flights. If Waldo was about to fulfill my old warning and finally, literally, explode, I would rather not participate in the event.
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