
        
            
                
            
        

    2 Pulps: The Sedna Incident and The World Splitter
By Buckminster Burkeswood
Introduction
In the golden age of pulps, when magazines flew off racks like sparrows scattering in a storm, there were a breed of writers known not by their faces but by their sheer endurance. These were the million-word-a-year men, the unsung marathoners of the typewriter, banging out story after story, day after day, night after sleepless night. They didn’t stop for muses or inspiration. They barely stopped for meals. These were the scrappy wordsmiths who kept the presses churning and the readers hooked, armed with little more than imagination, grit, and the occasional pot of black coffee. Their prose may have been rough, but it was alive, crackling with energy, and packed with enough twists to make your head spin.
Now here I am, one of their spiritual heirs—or so I’d like to think—trying my hand at weaving a yarn to make those dusty ghosts proud. I can’t promise I’ll churn out a million words this year, or even half of that. But what I do promise is the kind of bold, unpolished, seat-of-your-pants storytelling that comes from typing like the rent’s overdue. My sentences might wobble and veer off course, my metaphors might land like a lead balloon, but by God, I’ll keep typing.
So, to you, dear reader, I offer my thanks. Thanks for picking up my humble effort, for thumbing past slicker books with shinier covers, and for giving me a shot. Maybe you’ll stick around, maybe you won’t, but know this: every word I write is for you, with the kind of reckless abandon those old million-word legends would tip their hats to.
—Buckminster Burkeswood, 2024
Story One: The Sedna Incident
CHAPTER ONE
Sedna—the farthest known planetoid in our solar system. Even the bravest explorers shudder at the mere mention of its name. For it's a world of horror and despair, a place where life is a constant struggle against the relentless forces of nature.
Despite its distance from the sun, Sedna manages to support a twisted, alien jungle, teeming with life that seems to have evolved for one purpose only—to kill. Every living thing on this wretched planet is a predator, driven by a fierce hunger that knows no bounds.
The atmosphere, sparse and unrelenting, carries the sting of a noxious brew, a toxic blend of unknown chemicals that scrape the lungs with every breath. It clings to the throat like a bitter smoke, forcing the unprepared into fits of hacking gasps that echo into the desolation. The air is neither silent nor still; it hums faintly, a sinister undercurrent that seems to seep from the poisoned ground itself, whispering of unseen dangers.
Above, the sky is a grotesque tableau, streaked with angry shades of yellow and blood-red, the colors swirling together in turbulent, chaotic patterns. It casts an unnatural glow that stains everything below, bathing the jagged landscape in hues of decay and warning. The sickly light refuses to fade, a constant and oppressive reminder of the malevolent forces that dominate this cursed terrain. Even the distant horizon seems to tremble under its weight, as if the earth itself resents its own existence.
Nothing here feels natural or inviting. The very air conspires against life, and the sickly glow above serves as an unspoken challenge to any who dare to linger. It is a place abandoned by hope and ruled by an uncaring brutality, where the elements themselves seem intent on crushing any spark of defiance that may foolishly rise.
Some say that even Satan himself would stay away from Sedna, that its very essence is tainted with a darkness beyond comprehension. And those who dare to venture into its depths soon realize that the stories are all too true.
For here, on this distant and deadly planetoid, life is a daily battle against the horrors that lurk in the shadows. To survive, one must be willing to fight with every ounce of strength, to outwit and outmaneuver the beasts that roam the jungle.
But even then, there is no guarantee of safety. For on Sedna, death is never far away, and even the slightest mistake can lead to a swift and merciless end.
No, Sedna is not a place for the faint of heart. It is a world of pain and suffering, a place where the only way to survive is to embrace the darkness and fight with everything you have. For on Sedna, there is no mercy, no compassion, and no hope.
And I was about to land on it.
I stood on the deck of the SV-62, the mighty spaceship designed to transport us through the unforgiving and treacherous terrain of the planet.
As we descended through the dense cloud blanket that enveloped the planet, I gazed out at the impenetrable fog banks that rolled around us, the strange radiation of the planetoid filling the air with an eerie glow.
The mist that surrounded us was unlike anything I had ever experienced, thick and heavy with a strange energy that seemed to seep into my very bones. It was as if the planetoid itself was alive, pulsing with a strange, otherworldly power.
As we descended further, the fog began to clear, revealing the deadly landscape below. It was a jungle, sprawling out before me like a living, breathing entity. The plants here were unlike anything I had ever seen, with twisting vines and glowing flowers that pulsed with a strange energy.
Suddenly, the ship shook with a force that rattled the very foundations of its structure. Loose items on my desk clattered to the floor, and I stumbled unsteadily towards the door. With a jolt, the door was thrown open, and I was nearly knocked off my feet.
Peering through the haze, I could just make out the shape of the ground below us, a swirling mass of darkness and mystery. We were descending into the unknown, hurtling towards a world that was as beautiful as it was deadly.
As we plummeted further into the fog, I could feel the tension mounting among the crew. The silence was broken only by the sound of the ship's engines straining against the dense atmosphere. Every second felt like an eternity, and I was acutely aware of the fragility of our situation.
With a sudden jolt, we broke through the clouds, and the world of Sedna was revealed to us in all its splendor. Mountains soared majestically towards the sky, their peaks shrouded in mist. Rivers flowed like ribbons of silver through the lush vegetation, and strange creatures roamed the landscape.
"Jayce!"
Captain Kordemsky stood firmly in the doorway of my room, his piercing gaze fixed on me. We had journeyed together across the vast expanse of space, facing danger and adversity at every turn.
And yet, through it all, Kordemsky had remained steadfast, a beacon of strength and discipline in a universe that seemed intent on tearing us apart.
As I looked at him now, I saw a man who had been shaped by his experiences, a warrior who had seen the horrors of war and emerged stronger for it. His barrel chest and short, crisp military haircut spoke of a life spent in the service of his country, while the scar on his left cheek was a testament to the battles he had fought and the wounds he had endured.
But it was his eyes that caught my attention the most. They were like icy blue orbs that seemed to see right through me. They were the eyes of a man who had stared death in the face and come out victorious, a man who knew that every moment was precious and every decision could mean the difference between life and death.
As I looked into his eyes, I sensed a deep concern lurking beneath the surface. Something was wrong, and I knew that whatever it was, it was serious.
"What’s wrong?” I asked, my voice echoing in the cramped confines of the room.
The captain hesitated for a moment, his jaw clenched tightly. Then, with a sense of urgency, he spoke.
"We don't know yet. But we have to be ready for anything. Get out of there, man! We may have to use the emergency cylinder!"
My heart began to race as I realized the gravity of the situation. The emergency cylinder was a last resort, a final lifeline that could save us from certain death. Without a word, I scrambled to steady my feet and followed the captain out of the room. We raced down the narrow corridor, our footsteps echoing in the silence of the ship.
The crew, a small but determined group of seven, stood in the observation chamber, their eyes fixed on the swirling expanse of space outside. They were the guardians of the SV-62, a mighty vessel that had carried twelve brave passengers on a perilous journey to the Hallington settlement of Sedna.
As the crew worked feverishly at the controls above the instrument board, the passengers huddled together in the chamber, their faces etched with a mix of fear and excitement.
The SV-62 was a testament to human ingenuity, a marvel of technology that had been designed to withstand the punishing conditions of space travel. But even the most advanced spacecraft was vulnerable in the face of the unknown dangers that lurked beyond the reaches of Earth.
In the earlier days of space travel, few women dared to make the journey across the stars. But these twelve passengers, all men, had defied the odds and braved the unknown, driven by a desire for discovery and adventure.
"What's our altitude?" demanded Captain Kordemsky, his voice ringing out with urgency.
"Fifteen thousand feet!" came the reply, the tension palpable in the air. "Our drop is better than a hundred feet a second!"
Worried wrinkles creased the kindly old face of the captain as he assessed the situation. He knew that the stakes were high, that the lives of everyone on board depended on his swift and decisive action.
Without hesitation, he made his decision.
"Into the emergency cylinder! Everybody!" he barked, his voice ringing out with authority. The crew sprang into action, their training taking over as they prepared to face the unknown dangers that lay ahead.
Herding the passengers ahead of them, Kordemsky's men moved with swift and practiced efficiency. They entered a compartment shaped like a long tube, ending in a nose point, and quickly got to work.
As we were buckled into a spiral of seats threading the cylinder, Kordemsky pulled the release lever. Instantly, the cylinder shot free of the doomed SV-62, hurtling through the darkness of space with breathtaking speed.
For a moment, we dropped at a swifter pace than the abandoned ship, our hearts pounding in our chests. But then, with a sudden burst of energy, our speed of descent was noticeably decreased, and we began to feel a sense of relief wash over us.
Peering at the proximity detector with a steady gaze, Kordemsky announced that we were quite safe from a collision. The SV-62 was far below us and dropping fast, a speck of light disappearing into the distance.
"No danger now," he assured the passengers. "We'll come down like a feather. Then all we have to do is radio Hallington to send out a ship for us."
Kordemsky was a man equal to the situation, a hero of the pioneer space-flying era. In the year 2342, when the dangers of interplanetary flight were greater than ever before, it took a special kind of courage to face the unknown dangers of space.
As he guided his crew and passengers through the perils of their journey, Kordemsky knew that he was up against some of the most challenging conditions ever faced by humanity. But he was determined to succeed, to prove that the spirit of adventure and discovery was alive and well in the universe.
Dillon, second in command to Kordemsky, labored over the sending apparatus with a look of unease etched on his face. The captain knew that trouble was brewing, and he was quick to sense the danger.
"What's wrong?"
"This doesn't look good," was Dillon's reply. "The trans-sender refuses to function properly. I can't do anything about it."
Kordemsky's face was etched with worry and concern as he stepped to the side of his subordinate, eyeing the radio sender with a critical eye. The fate of their mission hung in the balance, and every second counted.
But as Dillon spoke, his words heavy with foreboding, Kordemsky knew that something was amiss.
"The receiver plate doesn't light up, either," said Dillon, his voice tinged with frustration. "Has someone been tampering with this?"
In their spiral of seats, the passengers looked on in silence, their faces grave and solemn as they watched Kordemsky and his staff work feverishly to fix the broken equipment. The air was thick with tension, and an intangible feeling of depression hung in the air.
"Elevation, five hundred feet!" announced one of the crew from his position at the altitude dial.
"Make a landing," ordered Kordemsky, his voice ringing out with authority. "We can't be very far from where the SV-62 fell. If there's enough of the ship left, we may be able to discover the cause of this accident and salvage whatever we can."
Down through the lush vegetation, the cylinder felt its way, dropping very slowly. The world outside was a blur of color and motion, a breathtaking landscape that seemed to stretch on forever.
Finally, with a sudden jolt, the cylinder came to rest on a knoll, and the crew and passengers stepped out onto the surface of Sedna.
"How far are we from the ship?" queried the captain, his eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of the SV-62.
"About seventeen hundred feet south of it, I'd say," replied one of the crew members, his voice tinged with excitement. "Instruments are pretty banged up, but that's the distance more or less."
"We'll go outside and get organized," Kordemsky declared, his voice ringing out with purpose. "We've got to get that platinum shipment off the SV-62 and get into communication with headquarters at Hallington somehow. The proximity detector tells us we're over two hundred miles from there."
As the crew and passengers moved towards the wreckage of the SV-62, a sense of urgency overtook them. They knew that time was running out, that every second counted in their race to salvage what they could from the damaged ship.
One of the passengers spoke up with a suggestion, his voice filled with a sense of urgency. "Can't we go the rest of the way in this? You can send back for what's left of the ship. I've an important reason for arriving in Hallington quickly."
But Kordemsky cut him off, his voice both amused and annoyed. "Not a chance. The cylinder wouldn't take us anywhere. All the cylinder is good for is an emergency descent. It has no driving power."
Preparations were made for a trip to the wrecked space ship.
"Can I go with you and the men, Captain?" I ventured.
"Sure, Jayce, come along! I'll have to leave part of the crew here with the passengers and the cylinder, so I'm glad to have a few volunteers."
"Count on me, then," another of the passengers spoke up.
As I looked at the man standing before me, a sense of recognition flooded over me. It was Matt Moses, a fellow traveler and adventurer who I had become close to during our journey to Sedna.
Moses was a man of my own age, with a rugged and weathered face that spoke of a life spent in the untamed wilderness of space. He was a seasoned explorer, with countless trips to Sedna and other far-flung corners of the universe under his belt. Over the course of our journey, Moses and I had become fast friends, sharing stories and insights about our lives and our adventures.
Our party was comprised of Captain Kordemsky, the seasoned adventurer Matt Moses, three skilled crew members, four intrepid passengers, and myself. Armed to the teeth, we ventured into the heart of the ominous, yellow jungle, in search of the wreckage of the SV-62. Dillon, the second in command, assured us that the proximity detector indicated the ship was nearby, its metal composition and massive bulk easily detectable.
As we delved deeper into the dense vegetation, our progress slowed to a crawl. We hacked our way through towering growths of lush foliage, taking detours around seemingly impenetrable interlaced verdure. Our journey was treacherous, but our determination was unbreakable. With each step, we drew closer to our goal, the looming remnants of the lost ship. As we pushed deeper into the jungle, we lost sight of the emergency cylinder almost immediately.
We did our best to hack our way through the dense foliage, but we were beset by a horde of monstrous biting insects. These fearsome beasts were unlike any we had ever encountered, capable of piercing through our reinforced spacesuits with ease. Even worse, if one attempted to swat them away, they would let out a piercing scream, calling their brethren to swarm and attack.
Our team was forced to endure the incessant biting and stinging of these horrid creatures, whose incessant buzzing seemed to fill the very air around us. They were a relentless enemy, swarming us in a frenzied cloud of teeth and stingers. The cacophony of their buzzing drowned out even the sound of our own breathing.
Despite our weapons and advanced technology, we were no match for the ferocity of these fiendish insects. They seemed to revel in our discomfort, swarming us from all sides, their sharp teeth and venomous stingers inflicting untold agony upon our already exhausted bodies. We pressed on, our spirits unbroken, but our bodies weakening with each passing moment.
As we trudged through the unforgiving jungle, our eyes were constantly on the lookout for the next swarm of these vile beasts. It was a constant battle for survival, and one that threatened to consume us entirely. but we persevered, determined to unravel the mystery of the SV-62's crash landing. Our eyes were fixed on the horizon, and our weapons were at the ready, for we knew not what dangers lurked beyond the dense foliage.
As we journeyed deeper into the dense jungle, one of our fellow passengers began to voice his concerns about the dangers of becoming lost in this unfamiliar territory. However, Kordemsky quickly allayed his fears with a demonstration of his remarkable directometer. This incredible device was a marvel of technology, an intricate compass that could pinpoint our exact location in relation to the lost SV-62.
With the flick of a switch and the aid of a powerful telescopic lens, Kordemsky was able to bring the distant Hallington settlement into focus on the instrument's square plate. The sprawling metropolis lay over two hundred miles away, a distant beacon of hope and safety in this treacherous and unforgiving landscape.
"Dillion better have that televisor fixed by the time we get back, or things are gonna get really bad, really quick."
With keen eyes, Moses was the first to catch a glimpse of the wreckage. "There's the ship!" he exclaimed, pointing in the direction of the murky waters of the swamp.
We followed his finger and saw the massive craft, partially submerged in the muck. Above, the torn and tangled mass of vegetation bore witness to the rapid descent of the craft. The surrounding foliage had been ripped apart, branches and vines left dangling like severed limbs. The ship itself was enshrouded by tangled vines and creepers, as if it had been ensnared by some monstrous creature.
I let out a low whistle. "That's a bad landing."
As we pushed our way through the warm, stagnant water which teemed with marine life. The fetid swamp teemed with a life that was both alien and hostile. Suddenly, a piercing cry behind us shattered the eerie silence, and we whirled around to face a hideous serpent, its jaws wide open and its many legs wriggling through the water towards us.
The abominable creature had multiple eyes, each one shining with a malevolent glow, and its wriggling tentacles were armed with stinging suckers. In an instant, it seized one of our crew members, the unfortunate fellow's name was Hobbs, in its slimy grip. A writhing tentacle coiled tightly around his head, and with a sickening snap, his head was wrenched from his body. A crimson mist of blood sprayed across everyone within reach, as the creature let out a triumphant roar that echoed through the swamp.
Our party drew their electric pistols, and a volley of energy bolts lit up the swamp, illuminating the writhing monster in a blaze of light. It thrashed about wildly, its slimy body contorting in agony, before finally turning belly up and floating lifeless on the surface of the murky waters.
With cautious steps, we approached the wreckage of the interplanetary liner, examining its precarious position. The mangled hull was almost upright, but the decks were sloped at an awkward angle. Kordemsky surveyed the wreckage with a critical eye.
"It's not as bad as it could have been," he remarked, scratching his chin. "If it hadn't been for this jungle, the ship would have been completely destroyed. All the crap around here cushioned the fall." He pointed at the tangle of trees and creepers overhead. "We need to find out what caused the crash."
We climbed aboard the outer deck of the SV-62, scanning the area for any clues. The air was heavy with the scent of oil and burned metal. The ship's machinery groaned and whined, adding to the eerie atmosphere.  Every creak and shudder made my heart race.
"This is getting suckier and suckier," I said. "We've got a hostile environment to contend with. Our radium repellors are down, and every creepy crawly and biting bug from here to the ends of the universe seems to have taken an interest in us. And that monster thing probably has friends that are hungry too."
I looked down at my arms, noticing a cluster of reddish bumps where one of the insect things had bitten me earlier. "Not to mention these freakin' bugs," I grumbled, swatting at one buzzing around my head.
Kordemsky sighed heavily, his brow furrowed in concern. "We'll have to work fast. Salvage as much as we can from the ship, repair the repellors, and get out of here before we become permanent residents of this godforsaken planet."
With that, we set to work, picking our way through the wreckage of the SV-62, salvaging whatever we could find.
The water level rose steadily around us as we made our way through the damaged lower part of the ship. Dirty water trickled between the wrenched plates, forming pools that threatened to engulf us. Kordemsky and his men worked feverishly to inspect the radium repellors, their whispered conversations betraying their suspicions.
I watched as a steely resolve flickered across Kordemsky's face, his eyes flashing with determination.
"This wasn't a damn random accident," he growled, his voice laced with fury. "This ship was sabotaged, deliberately wrecked by someone on board!" His words hung in the air like a chilling omen, and I could sense the gravity of the situation sinking in.
After a tense moment of heavy silence, one of the crew emerged from the vault room with news to report. "Captain, the shipment of platinum is still intact," he declared.
Captain Kordemsky furrowed his brow, his sharp mind already piecing together the puzzle before him. He could sense the foul stench of conspiracy in the air, and was determined to thwart it.
As he considered the situation, a plan began to form in his mind. "Passengers," he barked out his orders, "head up to the observation room and stay put. Under no circumstances are you to leave that room."
The passengers nodded in compliance, their faces etched with concern.
Moses turned to me with a furrowed brow, clearly concerned about the situation at hand.  "What in the world happened down there?" he asked.
I could only shake my head in disbelief.
It had been a while since Captain Kordemsky had made his discovery, and still, there was no sign of him or his men. The passengers who had joined us were equally uneasy, fidgeting and pacing about in the observation chamber. Outside, the lush, teeming jungle was alive with all manner of creatures that crawled and swam about the damaged craft.
Just as our anxiety was reaching its peak, Captain Kordemsky and his crew appeared from the lower levels of the wrecked ship. They were unrecognizable, caked with grime and soaked to the bone. But what they carried in their arms made us forget our unease. Each of them held small boxes, filled with the heaviest platinum bars we had ever seen.
"We'll return to the cylinder," said Kordemsky. "There's important work to be done."
As we made our way back through the swamp and jungle, the tension in the air was palpable. We moved with a sense of urgency, our eyes scanning the surrounding foliage for any potential threats. Several times, huge shadowy forms flapped on the wing overhead, but there was no attack.
At last, we arrived back at the cylinder, exhausted but determined. Captain Kordemsky wasted no time, ordering every man out into the open. His eyes blazed with a fierce determination as he addressed the group.
"There's serious business here," he declared, his voice low and steady. "I want the man, or men who wrecked the SV-62!"
Silence hung heavy in the air as we contemplated the gravity of the situation. The fate of our crew and passengers had been put in jeopardy by someone with nefarious intentions. Captain Kordemsky's eyes scanned the crowd, seeking any sign of guilt or complicity.
"We will find those responsible," he continued, his voice rising with conviction. "And they will be brought to justice. This is not just about the loss of our ship, but about the safety and security of every soul on board."
Kordemsky's sharp gaze scanned the room as he revealed the mysterious box. The passengers reacted with shock and confusion, but Kordemsky remained resolute. He knew that the culprit responsible for their predicament was among them.
With a sudden burst of energy, Kordemsky declared, "The man who's responsible for our present condition owns this!" He produced the box, adorned with an array of knobs and dials, from behind his back. "I know which one of you owns this. It was found hidden in his room by one of my men."
The air was thick with tension as Kordemsky searched for any sign of guilt among the passengers. Despite his bold accusation, I couldn't help but doubt his claim. If he truly knew who was responsible, why didn't he produce any solid evidence?
"We've also uncovered his two accomplices," continued the captain in cool, level tones. "We have proof."
Every pair of eyes was trained on the captain, waiting with bated breath for him to accuse the perpetrator. The tension in the air was palpable.
Kordemsky's eyes scanned the group, searching for any signs of guilt. No one dared to speak or move, frozen in place like statues.
"The penalty for this offense is death!" he declared, the final word echoing like thunder across the clearing.
The suddenness of his announcement shocked us all, sending a shiver down our spines. But before anyone could react, there was a commotion among the group.
"Drop it!" Dillon barked, aiming his electric pistol at a shadowy figure. "Or I'll bore you!"
The air crackled with tension as the passengers on the space ship held their breath.
One of the passengers, Joey by name, dropped an electric pistol and  he slowly raised his hands in surrender. But Kordemsky, the leader of the group, wasn't satisfied.
He pointed an accusing finger at Neilson, a scowl on his face.
"Let's have an end to this shamming!" he bellowed. "Step out there with Joey! Give up your weapons!"
Neilson stepped forward, his eyes downcast and resigned. Dillon quickly disarmed him, his movements smooth and practiced.
Kordemsky wasn't finished yet. He turned his piercing gaze to the rest of the passengers, his hand resting on his own weapon.
"Now for the owner of this," he said, his voice low and dangerous. "This radio-electrifier excited an electric explosion of static in the radium repellors. Probably because of the value of our platinum.
Will the owner of this ingenious little invention step up, or do I have to call his name?"
No one moved.
"Just as I thought, Moses, you have the nerve to bluff this thing out to the finish!"
The face of Matt Moses grew pale. He appeared stunned. Those nearest him stepped back in surprise. Joey and Neilson were the only ones who did not seem taken aback by the revelation.
I've never seen that thing before," Moses protested. "No clue what you're talking about."
"We have the proof, so come clean. What were you thinking? What made you think you could get away with it? No way you could have offloaded that platinum anyway, it's all holo-blockchained."
"Not me!" exclaimed Moses heatedly. "I don't know those guys!"
"Yeah? Then explain how this box got in your room. We also tracked comms between you and these men!"
Matt Moses fell silent. The evidence was overwhelming. Kordemsky turned to the other culprits.
"What do you all have to say for yourselves?"
"Fine," Neilson growled, shooting a swift glance at Moses. "But I got nothing to say."
The captain narrowed his eyes, his suspicions confirmed. "Was he the one directing you?" he inquired, pointing a finger at Moses.
Joey and Neilson both replied in the affirmative, their voices low and grim. The weight of their accusations against Moses was damning.
The captain's gaze flicked back to Neilson. "Known him very long?" he asked, hoping to gain more insight into the situation.
"Don't know him at all," Neilson replied, his jaw clenched. "Only that he's the boss."
"We've been taking orders from him since we left the earth," said Joey. "He had us kill the radio equipment a little while before he set off the explosion."
"How'd you expect to get away with the platinum?"
"He's the only one of us who knows," replied Joey, nodding his head at Moses.
"Moses, I suppose there'll be another ship along pretty soon. Some of your friends from Hallington. Now I see it all. Well, they won't find us, that's all. We won't be here."
"I've no idea that...."
Kordemsky's eyes blazed with fury as he looked at Moses, his voice low and dangerous. "Pretty thorough, weren't you?" he snapped. "But you messed up because you didn't count on so much of the ship surviving the crash. You three men are sentenced to death!"
Moses' face paled, his eyes wide with terror. "A trial!" he screamed. "We're entitled to a trial!"
Kordemsky shook his head, his expression cold and unyielding. "Not under the new interplanetary laws!" he declared. "This is worse than mutiny, and you're on Sedna now! You've had your trial!"
CHAPTER TWO
Grim retribution hung heavy over the condemned men, the air thick with the promise of swift justice. Captain Kordemsky was the law, and he would not be swayed by pleas or protests. He would deal out the penalty according to the code governing interplanetary navigation, and the consequences would be dire.
"We must get out of here!" Kordemsky informed Dillon, his voice urgent. "I'm thinking that the ship that was supposed to pick up those guys and the platinum is gonna be here quick. And we can't fight out way out of it."
Dillon's eyes widened, his mind racing as he tried to think of a solution. "Where though?" he asked, desperation creeping into his voice.
"We'll head for Hallington. It's a tough distance, but it's our only chance. Get things ready to leave. Pack everything we'll want to take with us. Just before we start, we'll have this execution over with."
Dillon wasted no time in informing the crew and passengers of the SV-62 of Captain Kordemsky's intentions. He spoke with a sense of urgency, his words ringing out across the ship.
"Brigands are expected shortly," he declared, his voice low and grim. "They'll probably kill anyone they come across."
The passengers looked at each other in horror, realizing the gravity of their situation.
A second expedition was quickly organized, and the crew set to work gathering food stores and various articles they deemed necessary for the march ahead.
As they worked, Kordemsky remained resolute. He knew what had to be done, and he would not waver in his resolve. The fate of Moses, Joey, and Neilson was sealed, and their execution would be swift and merciless.
With the usual brief ceremony required in such proceedings, the condemned men were lined up before a shallow grave that had been hastily dug for them. Five of the crew stood at attention, electric guns half-raised.
Kordemsky's voice rang out, giving the orders.
The three men, white-faced and trembling, stared fascinated at their executioners and into the face of death. But they did not cry out or beg for mercy. They faced their fate with stoicism and dignity, knowing that their actions had brought them to this grim moment.
"Ready!"
The men of the SV-62 tensed themselves. Moses no longer protested his innocence, for he knew that his fate was sealed. He faced his imminent death with a stoic bravery, his eyes locked onto those of his executioners.
"Aim!"
The pistols were raised. Five left eyes closed. Sights were drawn.
The interval preceding the fatal word seemed endless. At the last moment, it was apparent that Moses was unequal to the strain. He closed his eyes. His body swayed.
"Fire!"
Electric blasters roared to life, unleashing five incandescent streaks that surged through the air like bolts of divine fury. The chamber quivered and reverberated under the intense radiance, as the plasma energy, catalyzed by radiation, coalesced into a scorching pulse beyond mortal comprehension.
Upon impact, the three men seemed to detonate, their very essence consumed by the ravenous plasma that tore through flesh and bone with ruthless efficiency.
The charred remnants of their once-menacing forms tumbled into the awaiting chasm, an unmarked grave for their transgressions.
Their lives extinguished, they paid the ultimate price for their crimes. The horrible planet of Sedna swallowed them whole, erasing their vile presence from the cosmos. No longer would the intrepid pilots of the space lanes tremble at their mention.
Yet, in the infinite expanse of the universe, other outlaws still lurked.
Captain Kordemsky, his crew of six, and nine passengers, set out in the direction of Hallington, a journey that promised to be the greatest challenge of their lives. For they were not just traveling across the barren expanse of space, but through the treacherous and unpredictable terrain of Sedna. The red-yellow jungles that were as deadly as they were beautiful.
As we set out on our first day of the journey, I felt a sense of trepidation wash over me. Though I had been to Sedna once before, I knew little of the true horrors that awaited us in the depths of the jungle. My time on the clouded world had been spent in the safety of the colonies, sheltered from the harsh realities of life on this hostile planetoid.
But now, as we made our way through the lush jungles and dismal swamps, I could feel the weight of the world pressing down upon me. The ground was fairly level, but rough, rocky outcrops protruded from the earth, forcing us to navigate treacherous terrain that threatened to swallow us whole.
And as we forded rivers and skirted lakes, I realized that our progress was painfully slow. Dillon, our resident expert, prophesied that we would be on the march for fully twenty rotations of Sedna unless we struck the comparatively clear country that Kordemsky was sure existed between us and Hallington.
Fearsome beasts menaced us at every turn, their primal roars echoing through the dense jungle. We were ever on our guard, our weapons at the ready, for even the slightest lapse in attention could mean a swift and brutal end.
These creatures were difficult to kill, and it took the maximum voltage of our electric guns to bring them down. They were larger than prehistoric dinosaurs and we experienced many narrow escapes.
We stumbled through the jungle, our clothes torn and our bodies battered and bruised. We looked like a sorry spectacle, but Captain Kordemsky's unquenched determination spurred us on toward Hallington, driving us forward even as our strength waned and our spirits flagged.
For we knew that the dangers that lay ahead were far greater than anything we had yet faced. The beasts that roamed the jungle were but a prelude to the true horrors that awaited us. The brigands who were rumored to be lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce on unsuspecting travelers like us.
Kordemsky feared these outlaws, friends of the three who had been executed. Though Moses had not admitted to their claim, the captain was certain that a shipload of the most ruthless and bloodthirsty criminals in the galaxy were scheduled to show up for the platinum and their comrades. And he knew that we were their primary target.
As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting the sky in a deep shade of crimson, we set up camp for the night. Kordemsky argued against lighting a campfire, warning us that it would attract the wandering brigands who were no doubt hot on our trail.
But Dillon, with his smooth diplomacy, convinced him that a fire was necessary to keep the prowling beasts at bay.
And so we built a fire, its flickering flames casting an eerie glow across the jungle. We huddled around it, our weapons at the ready, as the night creatures lurked just beyond the light.
But the fire did more than keep the beasts at bay. It also served as a beacon to others, a sign that we were not alone on this hostile world. Dillon pointed out that it was a common sight for a night cruiser of Sedna to look down upon fully a dozen or more campfires of the troglodytes.
And so we posted guards throughout the night, their eyes scanning the darkness for any sign of danger. And whenever a beast mustered enough courage to charge, it was revealed in the firelight and swiftly brought down by our electric guns.
But even with the fires burning bright, sleep proved to be a fitful task. Suddenly, a low hissing noise interrupted our uneasy rest.
As we sprang to our feet, our eyes scanning the darkness, the beast revealed itself. It was a fearsome two-headed serpent, its scales shimmering in the light of the campfire.
One of our guards turned to fire at it, but the creature let out a high-pitched scream that paralyzed the poor fellow, rendering him defenseless against its relentless attack. Even our plasma blasts seemed to have little effect on its multi-colored scales.
With lightning speed, the serpent wrapped its gargantuan body around the hapless guard, squeezing him with such force that his eyeballs burst from their sockets like projectiles.
The sound of bones cracking echoed through the jungle as the creature reduced him to a gooey mess, before swallowing him up and disappearing back into the shadows.
We shot at it in vain, our electric guns sizzling with anger and frustration. But it was no use. The creature was too powerful, too otherworldly for us to defeat.
And so we huddled around the campfire, our eyes darting back and forth, knowing that at any moment, another monster could emerge from the darkness, hungry for our blood.
Throughout the rest of the night, the sounds of death and destruction echoed through the jungle. Bellowing monsters crashed at the edge of our camp, their primal roars shaking the very ground beneath us.
It was a symphony of terror, a chorus of beasts fighting for survival in this unforgiving world.
We huddled around the campfire, our weapons at the ready, as we listened to the creatures outside. Each roar seemed louder than the last, each crash more violent. And though we knew that we were safe within the circle of light, we also knew that the monsters were never far away, waiting for their chance to strike.
Next morning, we set out once again into the thick, yellow-red jungle. The terrain grew more treacherous, the hills steeper and the woods denser. In the valleys, we encountered swamps that threatened to swallow us whole.
Approaching one of these swamps, we noticed a gray mist hanging over the stagnant pools, not unlike the steaming vapors we had encountered before. One of the crew, determined to gauge the depth of the water and steer us clear of treacherous mud, plunged ahead of us and disappeared into the mist.
Almost immediately, his skin turned black, and he fell to the ground, writhing in agony. The mist seemed to cling to him, suffocating him as it filled his lungs with its toxic fumes.
Another crew member rushed forward to help, but Captain Kordemsky's voice boomed with a fierce authority, warning him back. His eyes blazed with a mixture of fury and determination.
"There's nothing we can do to help him now!" he barked.
The crew member hesitated, a look of confusion and fear on his face. "What killed him?" he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
"Poisonous swamp gas!" Kordemsky roared. "I've heard the old-timers talk about it. Supposed to be enough poison in one breath to kill twenty men. Looks like those stories were true."
Instinctively, we recoiled from the milky haze, the toxic fumes seeping into our nostrils and stinging our eyes.
"So how do we cross?" asked Dillon.
"Seal your helmets up," ordered Kordemsky. "That stuff can't hurt you unless you breathe it!"
Kordemsky donned his space helmet, his face set with determination, and advanced into the murky mist. His footsteps were heavy and deliberate, and he beckoned to us with a gloved hand.
Many of the passengers had previously balked at Kordemsky's insistence that they carry the added weight of the space helmets, deeming them unnecessary. But now, as they followed Kordemsky's lead, they were grateful for his foresight.
We moved unharmed through the deadly fumes, the transparent facing of our helmets revealing a surreal, otherworldly landscape. The toxic gases swirled around us, threatening to overcome us at any moment.
The second night, it came my turn to share guard duty with one of the crew while the others slept. The fires were plentifully fueled with dry branches and stalks. Fire material was piled in reserve. Lucas, my companion watcher, went his rounds while I attended the fire, keeping the flames well supplied.
As the night wore on, the jungle seemed to come alive with sinister noises. I tightened my grip on my electric gun, ever on the alert for danger. Suddenly, a shadowy figure darted out of the darkness and headed straight for our camp. It was a massive creature, with razor-sharp claws and teeth that glinted in the firelight.
I fired at it with all the voltage my gun could muster, and thankfully the creature decided against attacking further, and retreated back into the jungle.
Protected by an embankment erected near a rocky ledge, the balance of our party slept. My eyes fell upon the little mound of boxes which contained the precious metal.
Kordemsky and Dillon lay on each side of the platinum shipment. Not since we had commenced the march had they let it out of their sight or reach.
"Jayce!" It was Lucas's voice. "Come here!"
I rushed over to Lucas as soon as he called out my name. He was Brucet over a footprint on the ground, just within the circle of light cast by the fire. He silently pointed at the footprint, which had six toes.
"Troglodytes!" I exclaimed, having heard of the creatures before. They were said to be almost as intelligent as humans, and their cunning nature meant that they would not kill their prey outright. I knew that being devoured by a jungle creature would be a better fate than falling into the hands of these vile beings.
Lucas nodded. "Fresh tracks," he said. "We should wake Kordemsky. Troglodytes are not something we want be messing with."
As we debated our next move, a piercing cry erupted from the direction of our sleeping companions. The camp erupted in chaos as we scrambled to our feet.
Sleek, muscular figures were darting about our equipment and supplies before disappearing into the shadows of the jungle. The troglodytes had attacked.
I fired a shot in their direction, but the erratic firelight distorted my aim, and the creatures disappeared into the night.
But then something even more astonishing happened. A man, fully dressed, ran out of sight with the troglodytes, melting into the shadows of the surrounding jungle.
Kordemsky ran up beside me and saw him too. He was out of sight before either of us had a chance to fire. At first, I had thought the man to be one of our party, but his flight with the cave men disproved the assumption.
"Wonder what that was all about," Kordemsky said.
"Our equipment," said Dillon, pointing to the food stores and other articles the cave men had hastily disarranged. "They came to steal!"
"But the man!" I insisted.
"A renegade!"
Kordemsky shook his head. "I've never seen that before," he said. "I don't know what to make of it."
An examination of our equipment proved we had suffered few losses. Several boxes of synthetic food were gone, and one of the crew had lost his electric pistol. Aside from these thefts, nothing else appeared to be missing.
Kordemsky tripled the guards, and the rest went back to sleep once more. Nothing else occurred during that night. I was unable to get the fleeing renegade out of my mind.
There was something familiar about the figure as I had seen it revealed in the glare of the firelight just before the savages disappeared in the jungle.
The thefts of the food and pistol were logical enough in view of the fact that the troglodytes had stolen them, but, guided by the man, why had they neglected stealing the platinum? Evidently, they were unaware of its presence.
We forged ahead towards our destination, the legendary Hallington, despite the murky morning sky that blended into the perpetually clouded horizon. The journey had been perilous and unyielding as we hacked our way through the unforgiving jungle.
However, our spirits soared as we finally broke free from the dense foliage, and entered a comparatively open country.
The high grasses towered above us, yet we charged on with renewed vigor. The ground beneath our feet was a rolling, hilly terrain, but it was a welcome relief from the merciless jungle. The landscape was dotted with lush leafy copses, as far as the eye could see.
Each copse seemed to offer a glimmer of hope, promising safety in the midst of the untamed wilderness. As we trekked across the open expanse, we felt a sense of relief knowing that the lurking danger of jungle beasts was at a minimum.
The sun was high in the sky when a sleek spaceship emerged from the southern horizon, cruising towards us with alarming speed. Kordemsky's face twisted in consternation as he recognized the emblem of the notorious brigands emblazoned on the side.
"The brigands!" he growled, his eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of escape. "Now we're up against it!"
Pandemonium erupted among the terrified passengers, each one scrambling to enact their own plan in a frenzied attempt to escape. Amidst the chaos, Captain Kordemsky's voice cut through the confusion like a beacon of calm.
"Take cover in the bushes!" he bellowed. "Arm yourselves! If they come too close, show them what we're made of!"
I could sense the fear in Kordemsky's voice, but he rallied us with his steadfast determination. We knew the odds were against us, with the enemy ship hovering high above. But we had a brief window of opportunity to find cover before they descended upon us.
Kordemsky and Dillon quickly organized us, positioning us in the best possible formation to face the onslaught from the outlaws of Sedna.
The enemy ship descended, hovering several hundred feet away from our position. We could feel their eyes on us, watching our every move as we retreated into the safety of the nearby bushes. A handful of men disembarked from the craft, moving towards us slowly and hesitantly.
"Stop right now!" Kordemsky barked from his hiding spot. "Drop your weapons and leave, or prepare to face the consequences!"
"Hand over the plat!" one of them screeched in a shrill voice. "That's all we want. Give it to us, and we'll leave you alone."
Kordemsky's response was swift and decisive, as he fired a warning shot from his pistol. Though the distance was too great for an accurate hit, the outlaws scattered in panic, fleeing back to their ship. We knew that this was only the beginning of the battle, and we braced ourselves for the inevitable next move.
The enemy ship shot upwards, circling menacingly above our small group of survivors. We braced ourselves for an inevitable assault from above, expecting the worst. But to our surprise, the ship remained stationary, hovering ominously above us. Captain Kordemsky was taken aback, knowing full well that the enemy ship carried enough firepower to destroy us all with a single blast.
As we watched with bated breath, the ship dropped four torpedo-shaped objects to the ground, several feet away from our makeshift stronghold. We braced ourselves for the inevitable explosions, but to our shock, the objects remained inert, standing tall and upright with their tips embedded deeply in the ground. The entire procedure was strange and unexpected.
Kordemsky was silent.
"They probably contain explosives," ventured Dillon, answering the question he knew stood out in the captain's mind.
"I'm not so sure of that," said Kordemsky.
As the situation grew increasingly dire, I felt my mind racing with ideas and possibilities. I kept a watchful eye on the enemy ship above, wary of any potential snipers who might be keeping an eye on us. With a wild plan forming in my mind, I turned to Captain Kordemsky, determined to put my plan into action.
"Let me go out there," I urged, my voice barely above a whisper. "I can do this. Trust me."
"Not a chance," Kordemsky replied, his hand clamped tightly on my arm. "It's suicide to even think about it."
"But it's suicide to stay here," I countered, my voice rising with conviction. "We need to take action, and I think I can make a difference."
"Death is definitely not certain right now," he maintained. "For some reason or other they're holding off from us. We have an advantage of some kind, but damned if I know what it is."
"Look!" cried Dillon.
His eyes widened in disbelief as he pointed towards the three glowing projectiles visible from our vantage point. They pulsed with a strange and intense light, casting an eerie glow on the surrounding landscape.
Suddenly, a jagged beam of electricity shot out from the enemy airship, striking the nearest projectile with a deafening crackle.
In an instant, iridescent shafts of light spread like a wildfire, arcing from the nearest projectile to the ones on either side of it. The shafts created a dazzling display of light, a crooked, forked and darting spectacle that lit up the sky with its brilliance.
The very air seemed to crackle and hum with the energy of this mesmerizing display
"Lightning bolts!" exclaimed Kordemsky. "We're surrounded by a fence of them!"
"Penned in like rats in a trap!"
"What will they do now?"
"Hard to tell. Probably pick us off one by one at their leisure. One thing's for sure; they're not doing all of this for no reason."
Three sharp blasts of sound issued from the outlaw ship. A pause, and then followed three more. I watched Kordemsky to see what action, if any, he would take. He seemed undecided. I began to grow uneasy.
"Not a chance of breaking through that screen of electricity," said Dillon. "They got us right where they want to keep us."
"But why?"
Dillon shook his head. "If it was just the platinum, they could destroy every one of us, then come in here and take it."
CHAPTER THREE
Without warning, a group of strange figures burst forth from the wall of flaming death, their appearance unsettling and otherworldly. They were outlaws, dressed in bizarre and unfamiliar accoutrements, with a series of metal rings encircling their bodies, connected by thin spokes.
As they drew closer, we could see that the rings were charged with electrical discharges, crackling and darting with dangerous energy.
To our horror, we realized that the rings were not separate, but rather formed a continuous spiral that encircled their entire bodies, narrowing together at the top of their heads. The other end of the spiral trailed along the ground, leaving a trail of sparks and smoke in its wake.
"They must be electric resistors of some kind," Captain Kordemsky muttered, his expression hopeless and resigned. "They walked right through those lightning bolts!"
Dillon raised his pistol and took aim, firing a shot at one of the slowly advancing figures. The spiral of rings glowed faintly, but the outlaw continued to approach, unfazed by the attack.
Despair crept over us like a heavy shroud, and I could feel my resolve faltering in the face of this seemingly unbeatable enemy. "It's all over," I cried, my voice trembling with defeat. "We might as well give up now and accept our fate."
But Captain Kordemsky was not one to give up without a fight. He thought quickly, his mind racing with possibilities and strategies. Though his weapons had been rendered useless against the brigands' superior strength and technology, he refused to surrender without a fight.
Several figures suddenly emerged from the bushes, their faces twisted in fear and panic. They were passengers, driven to desperation by the unfolding chaos around them. Despite Captain Kordemsky's warning cry, they rushed headlong past the advancing figures, oblivious to the danger that lay ahead.
Bewildered and hemmed in by the crackling lightning that surrounded them, the passengers ran directly towards the electric fence, blinded by their fear and desperation. The lethal bolts of energy enfolded three of them, their screams of agony drowned out by the deafening hum of electricity.
One of the spiral clad figures turned and regarded the frightened man for a moment. Raising his electric pistol, he fired, and the passenger from the ill-fated SV-62 joined his companions who had futilely rushed the electric barrier.
A voice boomed out from the loudspeakers of the enemy spaceship, amplified many times over and echoing across the surrounding landscape. The voice was cold and menacing, sending shivers down our spines.
"Crew and passengers of the SV-62," the voice commanded. "Come out into the open and bring the platinum with you. Stay away from the electric fence unless you want to meet a swift and painful end. Come out now or we will come in and hunt you down like the prey that you are."
As we stood frozen in fear and uncertainty, the spiralled figures inside the electric fence stopped their advance and turned to face us. They stood perfectly still, their eerie spirals glowing in the crackling light, waiting for us to comply with the order from the enemy spaceship above.
Meanwhile, more of the brigands in their electric resistors were advancing through the lightning bolts, crackling and hissing with powerful voltage. The electricity danced and played upon their spirals, disappearing into the ground in a dazzling display of light and energy.
Captain Kordemsky stood motionless, his face etched with lines of broken resolve. He had faced overwhelming adversity before, but this was different. There was no hope of victory against this seemingly invincible enemy, and even his stubborn courage had begun to falter in the face of such overwhelming power.
"I suppose it's all over now, Dillon," he said, turning to his second-in-command with a solemn expression.
Dillon stood at attention, waiting for his captain's orders, his eyes flickering with a mixture of fear and determination.
Again came the voice from the outlaw craft in its strident tones. They were tinged with a touch of impatience.
"Show yourselves inside of one minute, or else be executed at once! Unless—"
"Hold out!" cried a new voice from the speaker, breaking in upon the first voice. "You have friends on—"
Suddenly, the air was filled with the sounds of scuffling and chaos, as the brigands moved in on our position with furious intent. We could hear their angry shouts and curses.
"Don't go out there!" warned the second voice in laboring gasps. "Stay—"
With a sudden snap, the speaker was cut off. Nothing more was heard. For a moment the lightning bolts comprising the electric fence flashed out, and then reappeared. A few seconds later they disappeared once more, returning shortly to flicker in a peculiar manner.
It was evident that some sort of a struggle was taking place inside the outlaw ship. The electric display crackled and sputtered louder than ever. With a sudden, explosive thunder clap, the four terminal posts blew to pieces.
The spiralled figures inside the electric fence suddenly turned in alarm, their attention drawn to something happening on the enemy spaceship above. One of them, hovering close to our hiding place, did not follow his comrades back to the ship.
Instead, he drew forth a black object from a long side pocket, its shape resembling that of a pistol but with a much longer and proportioned differently.
We watched as the rogue outlaw patiently waited until several more of his comrades had returned to the ship. Raising the black weapon, he took careful aim at his fellow brigands, his finger poised on the trigger with deadly intent.
The man's strange actions amazed me. He was turning upon his own comrades. Several of the brigands fell backward off the deck of the outlaw craft.
Kordemsky, beside me, was speechless in surprise at the rapid succession of events. The outlaw's strange weapon which emitted no flash had us all wondering. Later, we discovered that it was a radium gun, a new instrument of destruction still in the experimental stage.
"Who is he?" voiced Kordemsky.
"Can't be the fellow we heard over the speaker," observed Dillon. "This man came through the electric fence with the first ones."
"Somebody over there is pulling for us," insisted Kordemsky, "and the man with the black gun must be a friend, too."
A flash darted out from the ship, hitting the spiralled figure operating his mystifying weapon. The spiral glowed brilliantly. The man inside the spiral remained unaffected, continuing to manipulate the knob of his weapon.
Something went wrong with it, for the outlaw who had so suddenly turned against his friends tinkered with it a moment, then threw it from him in disgust. Meanwhile, the brigands had massed inside the ship.
With a loud crackling, the speaker's volume was thrown on again. An alarmed voice vibrated in our ears. Above the words came a rattling and banging. Along with the muffled sound of shouting men.
"Greggy! Come t' the control room! I'm locked in! They're bustin' down the door! Bring that gun o' yours! Hurry, lad!"
Greggy stood amidst the wreckage of his broken weapon, his face etched with a fierce determination. With a sudden burst of courage, he picked up the weapon by the butt, wielding it like a cudgel as he made his way towards the enemy spaceship looming above.
"Come on!" Captain Kordemsky bellowed, his voice ringing out with triumph. "Now"'s the time to get them!"
With our numbers reduced to a mere nine, we charged forward with all the determination and courage we could muster, ready to stake everything on this one desperate, fighting chance that had come so unexpectedly.
As we closed in on Greggy, the air crackled with electricity, and a hissing roar filled our ears. A blinding flash of light momentarily blinded us as an electric charge narrowly missed us, arcing high over our heads.
The man in the control room had frustrated the attempt to electrocute us.
As we approached the brigands' ship, I could feel the tension in the air.  Suddenly, several figures emerged from the vessel, their spirals glinting in the sunlight. They moved with a menacing grace, like predators stalking their prey.
Before we could react, a noxious gas filled the air, and I felt my body seize up. My mind screamed to move, to fight back, but my limbs were unresponsive. Even Greggy was overcome by the paralyzing effect.
As we stood frozen, the brigands closed in, tearing our weapons from our grasp.
As the outlaws passed among us, searching for concealed weapons, I felt a cold object thrust cautiously into my hand. My heart thrilled to the contact of a pistol. I held my hand close to my side that none might see. The effects of the gas wore off quickly.
The chief of the brigands, his brutal face set in anger, strode up to the pair who had turned against him during the stress of combat. His dark eyes blazed, and he raised his clutching hands menacingly above the two. Greggy and his friend stared back unabashed, a reckless glitter in their eyes, ready for what might happen.
"I don't know exactly who you are, but I've can guess!" snapped the outlaw. "You'll both die horribly!"
He turned upon Kordemsky, his eyes blazing with a fierce intensity. His hand hovered menacingly near the hilt of his gun as he demanded, "Where's the platinum?"
Kordemsky bristled, his jaw clenched as he retorted, "Good luck!"
But the man was not deterred. He knew that the stakes were high - the platinum was the key to untold riches, and he would not let it slip through his fingers. He scanned the area with a practiced eye, his gaze sweeping over the dense foliage and rocky outcroppings. Finally, he pointed to a clump of bushes, his voice low and menacing. "Is it over there? Or have you hidden it?"
Kordemsky remained stubbornly silent.
"When we find it," the man said, "all talk will be silenced. If it's hidden, we'll find it just the same. We know how to make people talk. I'm glad you are making this a challenge. I like to hear men scream as I get answers from them."
It was a desperate situation. Kordemsky knew that the time of reckoning had come. The platinum lay in an open space among the bushes where we had taken our stand on seeing the approach of the outlaw ship. I fondled the gun I held out of sight.
Leaving a large force of his men to guard us, the leader of the brigands took the balance of his men and headed for the spot where Captain Kordemsky had left the boxes of platinum.
"Well, Bruce," observed Greggy, philosophically scratching his head, "we did the best we could."
"Not good enough though. But hey, living was getting kinda boring anyway, right?"
"Who are you guys?" Asked Kordemsky.
Each one looked at the other questioningly. For a moment neither spoke. Then through a rough, unkempt beard, Bruce grinned at his companion.
"Might as well tell 'im, Greggy. The game's up."
"We ain't outlaws, that's sure, though we might have made believe so," said Greggy. "He's Bruce Hartley, the best pal a man ever had. I'm Greggy Makou. We're from the Jacho Unit."
My mouth fell open in surprise. I nearly dropped the gun I had kept concealed in a fold of my clothing.
Everyone, at some time or another, had heard of the famous Jacho Unit. The order, established since the perfection of space flying, was comprised of men pledged to keep the space lanes and colonies safe from the lawless element.
"We'll be in the death unit when Johnson and his men come back," cracked Bruce, chuckling at his own grim joke. "Did you plant the platinum, or is it back there?"
"Back there," echoed Kordemsky dejectedly. "We haven't a chance. I thought maybe we could make Hallington with the stuff before these outlaws got wise."
"We followed the trail easily from the air," remarked Hartley. "First, we found the space ship and the cylinder. After that, we just watched for the green campfire markers is all."
"There comes Johnson!" interrupted Greggy.
The brigand chieftain and his men were emerging from the bushes with the little boxes stacked in their arms.
"We're sunk now!" exclaimed Dillon.
Impulsively, the captain took a step in the direction of the space ship. One of the outlaws guarding us stepped forward before the captain, bringing up his pistol.
An evil light shone in his eyes, the fanatical gleam of the confirmed killer. It was the man's intention to kill Kordemsky where he stood.
He never got a chance too thought because the outlaws face became seized with a vacant, lifeless stare. He swayed unsteadily for a moment before collapsing face-first onto the ground, motionless.
A blood-curdling scream of anguish pierced the air, as another one of the brigands writhed in agony. His hands desperately clawed at a jagged, crudely-forged metal shaft protruding from his chest, blood gushing from the wound.
While we all stared in surprise at the fallen men, Greggy Makou, quick to take stock of the situation, looked out over the high grass.
"Troglodytes!" he cried. "That's one of their metal darts, Bruce!"
Confirmation of Greggy's startling discovery came in the form of a cacophony of piercing yells erupting from all directions. Heads bobbed up above the tall grass, and it was clear that they were surrounded.
Deadly darts rained down upon them with increasing intensity, each one finding its mark with deadly accuracy. The cave men of Sedna brandished their weapons preparatory to rushing in upon us in overwhelming numbers.
Despite their best efforts, the outlaws found it difficult to get a bead on their nimble foes. The savages darted and weaved with lightning speed, always one step ahead of their pursuers.
The outlaws blazed away at the savages, their weapons crackling with deadly intent. But the cave men of Sedna were not easily deterred. They brandished their weapons with fierce determination, ready to rush in and overwhelm their enemies with sheer force of numbers.
Johnson dropped his armful of the precious metal and screamed an order. "Into the ship!"
It was then that I noticed the curious fact that none of the passengers or crew of the SV-62 had been hit. The remaining outlaws attempted to herd us into the ship.
Their numbers rapidly diminished under the hail of darts cast at them so accurately by the troglodytes. Many of the cave men toppled over in death as the outlaws made a hit, but more came to take the places of those fallen.
"There he is! The renegade!" shouted Dillon.
He was right. The troglodytes were led by the man who had broken into our camp on the previous night. Seizing a pistol from one of the fallen brigands, Bruce hastily pointed it at the yelling cave dwellers who were running full force in our direction, the renegade at their head.
"No. Bruce, no!" cried Greggy. "They're friends!"
"It's Moses!" shouted one of the passengers of the SV-62. "Matt Moses!"
"Impossible!" exclaimed Kordemsky. "He's dead!"
"No, it is Moses!" I said, also recognizing the renegade. "It really is him."
A sudden noise jolted me out of my dazed state, and I spun around to face the source of the commotion. My heart leapt into my throat as I saw Johnson and two of his ragged companions clambering aboard the sleek, futuristic spacecraft. But their escape was far from assured - the horde of savage troglodytes was closing in fast.
With a sense of mounting dread, I began to back away from the scene, my eyes darting back and forth between the outlaws and the relentless horde of attackers. Johnson and his cohorts had almost reached the deck of the spacecraft when Moses spotted them and raised his pistol, his finger poised on the trigger.
For a moment, time seemed to stand still as the two sides faced off. Johnson barreled towards the air lock, his eyes fixed firmly on the prize of escape. The troglodytes surged forward, their weapons at the ready, their eyes glittering with a fierce, primal rage.
From its concealment, I brought my gun into action. With hasty aim, I pulled the trigger, cursing myself for a wide miss. I was a bundle of nerves at the moment.
Again I tried, this time drawing a fine bead. Matt Moses was clearly outlined beyond the sights of my pistol.
A split second before I squeezed the trigger, Greggy Makou seized my arm. The flash of power shot harmlessly into the sky. Fiercely, I battled with the Jacho man, raising my pistol to brain him.
But Hartley was upon me, and I went down under their combined weight. Something hit my head. Blackness engulfed me.
———————————————————————————
As I slowly regained consciousness, the world around me came into sharper focus. The throbbing ache in my head was nearly unbearable, and the world swam before my eyes in a dizzying blur. But even as I struggled to make sense of my surroundings, I could hear the babble of voices growing louder and more insistent.
And then I saw them - a ring of savage troglodytes, their eyes glittering with a primal rage as they encircled me. I knew that I was in grave danger, and that any false move could mean the end of me.
But amidst the chaos and confusion, I heard a familiar voice - the voice of Matt Moses, the man I had seen shot and buried before my very eyes. My mind reeled at the thought of his impossible resurrection, but there he was, alive and well, standing amidst the throng of snarling troglodytes.
As I gazed up at him, still reeling from the shock of his incredible revelation, his words began to make sense to me. "Quantum replacement," he said, his voice low and steady. "It's a technique We've been working on for years - a way to instantly swap the position of two objects, if they are close enough."
I could hardly believe what I was hearing. It sounded like something out of a science fiction novel, the kind of pseudoscience that had no place in the real world. But as I looked into his eyes, I could see the intensity and conviction there, the belief that what he was saying was true.
"So just as the execution shot was fired," he continued, his voice growing stronger, "I knew that I had only one chance to survive. I activated the switch, and in an instant, my body was replaced with that of the poor soul back at my camp. He gave his life so that I could live, but in that moment, it was the only choice I had."
"So an innocent man died in your place!"
"Sort of. But he was a dear friend and cancer was coursing through is body. That was one of the reasons he chose to be my replacement if I ever got into trouble. And his family will be compensated."
"And what about the troglodytes?"
"My friends," replied Moses. "I've been among them a great deal during my life upon Sedna. I know their language and customs. They look up to me and obey my orders. We've been following you. The other night, we broke into your camp and stole food and this pistol."
"Then you're not the outlaw we supposed you to be?" Kordemsky was amazed beyond words.
"No I'm not, but I knew there was no way of proving it to you," replied Moses, "at least not until Hallington was reached. With my friends, here, I followed your trail. We heard the sounds of fighting far ahead. When we found you attacked by outlaws, I knew it was my chance to save you and prove myself."
"You have proved yourself!" exclaimed Kordemsky warmly. "But what about Neilson and Joey?"
"They thought Moses was the leader they'd been told to watch for!" interrupted Makou spiritedly. "Plain as day, ain't it, Bruce?" He turned to his comrade for a confirmative nod. "There's your man!"
Greggy Makou pointed at me where I sat on the ground, collecting my wits. I knew that I had been caught red handed. Denials were useless.
"Jayce!" exclaimed Kordemsky in surprise. "He's the last man I'd suspect!"
"Obviously, that's what his plan was go good. He was the one who caused all of this, not Moses," persisted my prosecutor relentlessly. "He even put green flares in your campfire ashes, so we could follow you."
"How did you men come to be with the outlaws?" asked Moses, a bit confused by the surprising revelations he had heard.
"The authorities at Hallington have suspected this gang for quite a spell," replied Hartley. "Greggy and I joined them to find out. You got us out of a tight pinch, Moses."
Kordemsky confronted me. "What have you to say for yourself, Jayce?" he asked grimly.
"It is what it is," I grumbled, rubbing an aching head. "I had a good plan, but it didn't work out. No use bucking a Jacho man in a place like this." I nodded in the direction of Makou and Hartley. "Johnson was warned against strangers."
"Then you admit Moses is innocent?" queried the captain, seeking the confession which would irrevocably clear the accused man.
"Yeah," I answered. "Joey and Neilson never knew me. I sent my instructions to them through Moses, leaving messages where they believed he'd left them. When we left the earth, I recognized Joey and Neilson right off. For secrecy's sake, they weren't supposed to talk with the man they took orders from. I took advantage of this fact by placing my article of identification in the possession of Moses."
"The brown collars you loaned me!" exclaimed Moses, realizing the mode of his undoing.
"After I'd first stolen your collars and destroyed them," I added. "I was afraid of something going wrong before Johnson and his men picked us up. I blew out the radium repellors of the SV-62 and planted the evidence in Moses's room. I knew if anything happened Neilson and Joey would identify him as the man from whom they took instructions. That left me a loophole."
"The case against you is completed, Jayce!" Kordemsky's face was stern and set. "You're the one who's going to be shot this time, and there won't be any chance of falling before my men fire, either!"
"Just a minute," interposed Makou, thrusting back the angry captain. "We've got a say here. Headquarters wants this man. He's got more information than he's given. There's some other affairs he can talk about. He's going back with us."
Kordemsky didn't argue the matter. It was beyond his authority. Besides, if I received my just dues, he cared little where I was executed.
They placed me under strong guard on the outlaw ship, and we flew back to Hallington. Knowing me for the clever, resourceful criminal which I pride myself on being, Makou and Hartley personally conducted me to the earth. There, I was given a brief examination.
At present, I find myself in the interplanetary penal colony of Phobos where I am being held for reasons peculiar to the Jacho Unit.
I expect death most any day. In the meantime, I spend much of my numbered hours gazing out of my prison into the realms of space. The rotating sphere of Mars stands prominent against starlit skies.
Occasionally, I see Phobos' companion moon, Deimos. Beyond the transparent facing of my prison cell stretches an airless void. There is but one escape. I await it, absorbed in fatalistic reflection.
END
Story Two: The World Splitter
A man burst into an office with a piece of paper in his hand. He was out of breath and waved the paper around while speaking to the man behind the desk.
"Professor Bensley has resigned!" he exclaimed.
The man behind the desk didn't seem too worried. "Don't worry, Doctor McQuire. Professor Bensley always resigns. And he always comes back," he said.
But Doctor McQuire was agitated and tried to explain, "No, you don't understand. He—"
Doctor Henre interrupted, "Is there anything we can do about it?"
Doctor McQuire admitted, "No, but you don't know what he'll be doing next." He showed the man the letter he had in his hand.
The paper was a letter from Professor Bensley saying that he had resigned from his job because he wanted to do something constructive about the state of confusion in the world. He promised to come back once he had reinstated peace and quiet in the world.
Doctor Henre shrugged and said, "This time it's the state of the world."
Doctor McQuire was surprised that Doctor Henre wasn't worried. "You're not really worried?" he asked.
"No, not a man on earth is capable of untangling the mess of the century," Doctor Henre replied.
Doctor McQuire was concerned because Professor Bensley was a genius but lacked common sense. He worried about what angle his rather literal mind would follow. Doctor Henre laughed about how Professor Bensley had invented a safety match that only worked when scratched on a soft, moist bar of soap.
Doctor McQuire left Doctor Henre's office determined to keep an eye on the news and listen to the radio commentators to find out what Professor Bensley would do next.
————————
The United Nations assembly was in session after prolonged applause. The Chairman genially nodded and spoke into the microphones on his desk, which translated his words for those who didn't speak his language.
No one present was unaware of the importance of the figure beside him, Professor Bensley, a genius.
"Good day, gentlemen," the Chairman said. "This may seem out of the ordinary, but Professor Bensley is here to present a plan he has come up with to promote peace and satisfaction in a world that has been plagued by continuous disagreement. We don't need to hear any previews of his plan because we know that Professor Bensley seldom presents any solution that is not feasible. So, without further ado, I hand over the podium to Professor Paul Monroe Bensley!"
The applause grew louder and more thunderous.
"Gentlemen of the United Nations," said Bensley into the microphones, "I'm not here to decide who's right in these disagreements. Every side has their reasons for believing what they do, otherwise there would be no disagreements. It's just the way man is.
"However, Russia wants to rule a certain part of the world in their own way, which is opposed to the principles of the United States of America. Similarly, the United States of America wants the world to operate in a manner that favors its democratic principles. Due to this, no agreement has been reached. We've been at this stalemate for years," Bensley explained.
"So my plan is simple. Let's divide the world into two equal parts, and each side can rule according to their own ideals. I offer you two worlds for one!" Bensley sat down confidently.
The General Assembly was quiet for a moment, then a roar of scornful laughter filled the building. It took minutes for the Chairman to restore order. "I'm afraid Professor Bensley doesn't quite understand," he said. "We agree in the whole. The main question is not whether we should do this; the question is how we can coexist after the world is divided."
"Simple," said the professor. "It's—"
He was interrupted by more roars of laughter.
"What are you laughing about?" he yelled out. The power of his voice silenced the laughter. "You think it won't work?  You don't think I can do it? Or maybe you have some better idea. Come on then, speak up. What great ideas do you all have?"
More laughter, and an undercurrent of remarks like: "Choose up sides like a ball game"; "Make it cricket, old chap." "Match you for the Dardanelles, Commissar,"; "Swap you Java for—"
"Idiots," Professor Bensley yelled angrily. "Do I have to break it all down for you?"
"Just how do you propose to effect this division?" asked the Chairman.
"Gravitic field theory," snapped Professor Bensley. "It's something I've been working on for a long time."
The Russian Delegate arose, was recognized, and said: "Professor Bensley's suggestion sounds uncomfortable. I fully believe that no one will find fault with Russia if I exercise my power of veto on this suggestion." He sat down among wild cheers, laughter, and applause.
Professor Bensley left the meeting and let the laughter fade with the distance. He'd show them. He'd show them all.
—————————
Charles Markus of the FBI smiled calmly, but his colleagues, Doctors Henre and McQuire, were visibly anxious. "You don't understand," Henre explained to Markus. "Do you recall Professor Bensley's words?"
Markus nodded. "His theory sounds reasonable. Let Russia run her section—"
"Divide the world," McQuire snorted and slapped the newspaper with excitement. His voice rising in pitch. "Do you have any idea what that would mean?"
Markus looked at them, still unconvinced. "I think it should at least be tried."
"Professor Bensley is literal-minded to the extreme," McQuire said. "And he's a sheer genius, that's why he works in our institution."
"Then why don't you keep him?" asked Markus.
McQuire paused for a moment before responding. "Yeah, we'd love to," he said. "But here's the thing, there are some groups here that really appreciate his unique talent for solving problems that were thought to be unsolvable. It's like having a star quarterback on your team; you don't want to let them go even if they cause some trouble off the field. I'm sure you can appreciate our position."
Markus raised an eyebrow. "So, is this idea any different that his usual ideas?"
McQuire's head shook slowly from side to side. "You know, when Bensley mentioned dividing the world, he wasn't just speaking metaphorically. He thinks he has come up with some kind of astronomical method to actually split the planet in two."
Markus chuckled. "Stop! Be serious. No way he can do that."
"Let me tell you about Bensley's ingenuity," McQuire began. "A while back, he wanted a particular type of gel for an experiment, but it was only sold in large quantities. So what did he do? He extracted the gel from a popular hair product using a unique filtration method he designed. Now he has all the gel he needs for his experiment, and a bunch of unused hair product!"
Markus was still skeptical. "Ok, but—"
"Astronomically, the idea of separating the world into two hemispheres is disastrous," McQuire concluded. "And I'm saying that this man will actually try to do it!"
Markus  frowned skeptically. "It sounds impossible. But if the man is a maniac—"
"Not a maniac," Doctor McQuire objected, shaking his head. "He's just a brilliant but erratic mind, with a single-minded focus and a lack of judgement. He's like a dog chasing a squirrel, once he gets fixated on a problem, he won't stop until he solves it, even if it means going off in wild and unpredictable directions. He's a force of nature, like a lightning bolt that strikes where it wills."
"Fine! I'll help you find the Professor. How should we go about it?"
"You're the man-hunter," said Henre with a smile. "What's your plan?"
"Just what kind of thing will this mad genius use to divide the earth?" asked Markus, furrowing his brow in thought.
"Lord knows," grunted McQuire. "Why?"
"I was thinking that maybe we should keep watch over the sale of certain materials."
Henre scoffed, "A watch over all materials? Bensley's ideas are always so impractical, but solid. Mechanical division is impossible, and gravity holds the earth together. Slicing it would do no good because it would weld back together due to cold-pressure once the knife passed. But, if he can come up with a way to manipulate the forces of gravity using some kind of field, then who knows what he might achieve. It's like trying to catch a fish with a fork instead of a net. Well, your guess is as good as mine."
"So," said Markus sourly. "So, we have to locate one man on earth who might be capable of ruining it, but we don't know how he'll do it." He snorted. "Could one man do it?"
"We're here because we believe he's capable of the impossible," said McQuire, his tone serious. "Professor Bensley has a track record of achieving feats that were once considered unattainable. Most of them remain unknown due to security reasons. But let me tell you, he's the brain behind the practical calculations of the original uranium pile. He turned theoretical equations into workable calculations before they tested it at the University of Chicago. And it was some of his calculations, although stolen, that led to the development of the V-2 rocket. So, you see, when he talks about dividing the world, we can't take it lightly."
"Ok, then. Let's do this."
——————————
Professor Askimov's heavy head shook as he spoke into the phone, "Ridiculous, my comrade. No earthquake fault-lines exist there." Markus, listening on the other end of the line, persisted, "We know that; but that is where we anticipate trouble."
"What manner of trouble?" Askimov questioned, his voice incredulous.
"I have called every seismographic station on earth," explained Markus. "Or I should say that I am calling every station."
"Ah, the great Professor Bensley!"
"Loose again," Markus interrupted, his voice grim.
"What trouble is he trying to get himself into this time?"
"Professor Bensley has decided to divide the earth so that Russia can run her half while we—"
"Divide the earth!" exclaimed Askimov, his voice rising to a deafening pitch. "You Americans! He is yours! I will help, but you must stop him!"
"Okay," replied Markus, trying to remain calm. "Just keep an eye on the district I mentioned. According to the big globe here, that is the best place to divide the world so that each of us can have an equitable half—"
"And a precious lot it will do us," Askimov snorted. "What a completely outrageous idea!"
"Well, I'm told he is the guy to do it."
Askimov spluttered for a moment, then regained his composure. "Had any other man on earth made that statement, I would have scoffed," he said. "But Professor Bensley, American, I am alarmed!"
As the phone call ended, Askimov's voice crackled with excitement, his emotions almost palpable through the phone line. Markus couldn't help but feel the weight of the situation on his shoulders. The gravity of Professor Bensley's actions and their potential consequences were impossible to ignore.
—————————
Day after day, the investigators pored over stacks of shipping records, searching for any scrap of information that could break the case wide open. But the mystery was as deep as the ocean itself, and their progress was as slow as a snail on a hot pavement. Weeks crawled by like an injured spider, and still, they had nothing to show for their tireless efforts.
Meanwhile, the world's seismographs lay still, as if the very earth had fallen silent in anticipation of some dark event. Radio signals crackled with static, their messages lost in the ether. Even the Department of Terrestrial Magnetism in Washington picked up strange readings, detecting a shift in the very forces that governed the planet. But despite their best efforts, they could not trace the source of this disturbance, and the mystery only deepened.
After twenty days of the Professor's resignation, the world's seismographs reported a significant tremor. Its directional tracking led to the discovery of a vertical Great Circle that divided the earth into two hemispheres. It was along this fault line that the search for Professor Bensley began.
Teams combed through the Circle from pole to pole, knowing that finding one man on this vast earth was an enormous challenge. The stakes were high - locating Bensley before he accomplished his plan of dividing the world was crucial.
Ten days after the first tremor, another shook the earth, spreading fear among the people.
"It's happening!" Charles Markus declared, his eyes fixed on the scenery outside the airplane window. "We need to find him, and fast!"
Doctors Henre and McQuire nodded in agreement, their faces grim.
"He's down there, somewhere," Henre muttered.
Markus looked out of the plane window at the endless expanse of glaring ice below. "A mote in the Grand Canyon of the Colorado," he muttered.
Professor Askimov shook his head, "All Americans are crazy," he said.
"Not all," Henre replied, "only some of them."
Days passed, and the endless flying over the icy terrain took its toll on everyone. However, it was only a matter of time before the elusive Professor Bensley was found.
The team spent hours scouring the icy terrain, their eyes scanning for any sign of the elusive Professor. As they flew over a small building, Askimov suddenly let out a shout, pointing towards it. It was squatting on the ice, with a tall steel tower beside it. With a mixture of fear and determination, the team landed their plane next to the building. They climbed out apprehensively, their eyes darting around for any sign of the Professor and unsure whether he was armed or not.
————————
Professor Bensley was the picture of warmth as he welcomed his visitors, his voice ringing out with a genial boom that filled the room. "Greetings," he exclaimed. "You guys are the first."
"Why did you hide?" Henre demanded.
"Hide? I was not hiding. I merely came to the proper place for the division of the earth. I'd have mentioned it, but apparently no one was interested; I was forced to go on my own, so to speak."
"You realize the importance of this?" asked Henre.
Professor Bensley flashed a whimsical smile. "Once we've divided the world, there'll be no room for arguments," he chuckled.
"Nor anybody to argue," pointed Henre.
"Small matter. Russia wants to try something.”
"Might I speak for Russia?" asked Professor Askimov.
"Ah, Askimov! Loud as ever! Of course, you may speak."
"Professor Bensley, I tell you that neither Russia nor the United States is pleased with this proposition of yours."
"Why not?" asked Bensley. "It seems equitable."
"It is equitable, but truly not practical."
"No?" boomed Bensley, reaching for a large lever protruding from a panel. "I shall show you."
"Please consider first," objected Askimov.
"But why? Your ideology is at cross purposes with ours; you go your way and we'll go ours."
"Dead!" snapped Askimov.
"Better dead," replied Bensley, "than constant strife."
"You realize that you will kill every man on earth?"
"That's an exaggeration, friend. Just a few will die. The others will find life difficult for a bit but most will survive."
"But—"
Bensley stood to his full height, which was imposing. "I care little for that," he boomed. "I am laughed at; I am made a fool of; I am ridiculed. I am told that my theories are impossible. I shall show them all, though they die in the attempt!"
"And you yourself."
"And if I do—if we do—it will prove my theories sound. Russia and the United States may each have their half, separated by millions of miles of space where neither can harm the other."
"It will not work," said Askimov.
Henre and McQuire groaned. Telling Professor Bensley that something will not work was the best way to urge him on.
Professor Bensley leaned back in his chair, a smug smile spreading across his face. "Well, let's hear it then," he challenged the Russian. "Five minutes to convince me that my plan won't work. And if you succeed, I'll apologize to all the skeptics in the room."
"How about I shoot you instead," snapped Markus, pointing a revolver at the professor.
Professor Bensley smiled. "Field theory," he told Markus. "Pull the trigger, and see what happens. Really. Go ahead and see what happens."
Markus let out a grunt and raised his pistol, taking aim at the wall before pulling the trigger. The sound was underwhelming, more of a hiss than a bang, and the bullet slowly oozed from the barrel, hitting the ground with a heavy thud.
Markus pulled a blackjack from his pocket and started forward, lifting it. Then he stopped. Moving the sap was difficult, like trying to swing a sledge underwater.
"All metals encounter resistive fields here," said Professor Bensley.
"Then I'll beat you with my hands," snapped Markus.
"Wait," said Askimov. "The world need not lose a brilliant brain. Once I have convinced him of the fallacy, he will forget this entirely."
"Fallacy?" snapped Bensley angrily. "You think I cannot divide the world?"
—————
Askimov smiled wryly, his eyes glinting with a mix of amusement and concern. "My esteemed colleague, I have no doubt that you possess the ability to divide the world; that is a given. However, the earth itself does not wish to be divided."
"Even if it means putting an end to all trouble?" Bensley countered.
"If I can prove to you that trouble will not be eliminated, will you abandon this endeavor?" Askimov replied calmly.
Bensley hesitated before nodding in agreement.
"I presume that you have created a plane of cleavage that will divide the earth and shield the gravitational pull of each half from the other. You believe that the centrifugal force will then cause the two halves to separate, leaving no room for arguments to ensue?"
"Yes, that's the idea," Bensley confirmed.
"Then, let me remind you that in developing this equipment, you may have discovered the key to interplanetary travel," Askimov pointed out.
"Perhaps," Bensley replied cautiously.
"In that case, if you feel compelled to demonstrate your power, why not divide the moon? Separating the earth into two parts will only generate interplanetary strife instead of mere global arguments. Have I answered your problem?"
—————
Things are less troublesome now. A bit of impending disaster will draw people together; it is often a sorry fact that once the disaster is averted, those people will again revert to their former animosity. But all that the people of the earth have to do to remember is to look upwards.
There are two moons in the sky, moons once hemispherical but whose edges daily crumble into crude spheres.
A nice reminder, and also another problem for Professor Bensley. He has not yet returned to his Institution, for he is living in a glass dome on one of the moons, trying to work out the problem of bringing them together again.
He claims it to be but a matter of time.
END
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