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  Chapter One




   




  

    The Stone birds




    Klaemten paused in his flight through the richly verdured foothills of the Mlopts which towered in the blue haze of distance. He heard the shrill screeches of the pursuing Chebs, and he turned in the direction of that sound, the deep-set eyes in his spherical head searching for them. Klaemten's body was also round, but flattened slightly in front and back. Powerfully muscled legs had given him a good start on the Chebs, but their animal speed and endurance was closing the distance. A pair of tentacles, like snakes, curled gracefully from the sides of his round body, while sharp ears projected from his head to give him an alert and listening appearance.




    Escape lay in the mountains, but a desperate despair struck at his heart. He would never make it.




    He had come far, indeed, on his strength and endurance and had even successfully employed a bit of trickery on the pursuing Chebs. Had he only to reckon with the ignorant animals, he might now be free. But not all the Chebs were ignorant. Many of them, including those pursuing him, were mentally endowed by the master race, the Heolons, for whom Klaemten had lately slaved. Klaemten was an Urgyul, one of the slave race, who not only were slaves of the Heolons but served as food for their great pets, the Chebs. By a secret art of their own, the Heolons gave many of these fearsome carnivores intellects.




    Klaemten had been purposely released by his masters so that he might be hunted by the Chebs for their amusement. Moreover—and this was the worst—Klaemten was not the only one who had been condemned. His mate, Eulud, at that moment lay in the crypt at Thoth, the food storehouse for the Chebs.




    Klaemten looked longingly at the mountains on the horizon. Safety and security lay in the upper readies of the high peeks where dwelt a colony of free Urgyuls, one of the few known strongholds of that subjugated race. Neither the Heolons nor the Chebs could stand the thin, cold air of the mountains.




    The triumphant screech of the Chebs sounded much closer, and casting one desperate look behind him, Klaemten stumbled on. Reaching the top of a rise, he slumped to the ground helplessly, the screeching of the approaching Chebs ringing a death knell in his ears. The Chebs were impatient and hungry. They had not counted on Klaemten to lead them this far.




    Suddenly he saw them. The leader stopped on the farther rise of ground, two hundred yards off, and waited until two more of the animals came up with him, leaping along on their four legs, graceful and powerful.




    The Chebs were long and tigerish, their short fur strangely marked with an intersecting, triangular design of darker color against a brownish gray. They were armed with sharp fangs and claws with which to rend him to pieces. There were but three of them, but that was enough.




    They spread out to surround him. Klaemten recognized the move and knew that this was the beginning of the end. He gathered rocks hastily, ready to fight.




    The attack of the Chebs commenced. One after another dove at him ferociously and retired as he pelted it viciously with stones. Had they rushed him at once, he would have been done for, but in this way lay greater sport and a whetted appetite. Klaemten was tiring fast and he felt a sharp twinge of pain in his legs as the jaw; of a Ckeb closed upon him momentarily before he could turn from driving off another.




    In spite of the fact that his attention was closely drawn by the snarling beasts, he noticed that birds were gathering above, ready to pick his bones when the Chebs had finished with him. The Chebs were now darting at him with greater abandon and with serious intent. The end was near.




    Even the birds appeared to sense it and dove lower over the fray. Even in his moment of perii, Klaemten realized with a shock that they were much larger than they had any right to be.




    Then the Chebs were upon him, and one of them had him down. Above the furry shoulder of the snarling beast, he saw the birds descending, and they were things never before seen in the wildest reaches of Bhem. He felt something hard and cold slide close to him, something which gripped the Cheb securely and flung it off. It was a snakelike tentacle, not unlike the fleshy part of Klaemten's upper appendages. The tentacle belonged to one of the birds, and as the strange creature pulled the fighting, snarling Cheb off him, Klaemten saw that the oddly-shaped and glistening bird of hard, perfect angles had six of these tentacles and four jointed legs.




    There were four of the birds, and three of them were having no difficulty in overcoming the Chebs. The tentacles were strong, for the birds were crushing the life from the Chebs. One of the gargoyle creatures poised a free tentacle momentarily above the head of a Cheb biting ineffectually at a trapped tentacle with snapping, slavering jaws. A bright glow sprang from it, brighter than the glow of fire Klaemten had seen in the laboratories of the Heolons. The ferocious countenance of the Cheb withered rapidly in a burst of flame and smoke. Almost before he could comprehend the fact, the three Chebs were dead.




    And now he found himself the subject of solemn contemplation by these four arrivals from the sky. No voices emerged from them. They looked almost as though they were made of the hard rocks taken from the ground near the city of Thoth from which Klaemten had escaped. Their bodies were cube-shaped. Even their wings appeared to be made of melted rock.




    As they stalked closer to the Urgyul and regarded him, Klaemten felt a sinking feeling. They had won out over the Chebs. Would they eat him?




    "Do not fear us. We have saved you from harm and will do you no injury. We are friendly."




    Klaemten was awed. Not a sound had any of them made, yet the words lay strongly impressed on his brain.




    "We are talking to you with our thoughts," Klaemten was assured. "We can read your thoughts. Do not be afraid. Calm your mind and think what you would say to us now. We are listening."




    The Strange things which had rescued Klaemten examined the Urgyul with interest from circles of many eyes surrounding the bases of cone-shaped heads. A single eye in each apex appeared to stare straight upward.




    "I wish to thank you for saving me from the Chebs," Klaemten told them, and he could not help but mumble the words as well as think them. "What manner of creatures are you who appear sheathed in the hard stones dug out of the ground?"




    "We are made up almost entirely of such stones. Only the insides of our heads are substance like your body."




    "Where are you from?" Klaemten haltingly framed the question. "You must be demons."




    "We are not demons but constructions directed by living brains. Unless an accident should happen to our heads, we can live on forever, never aging, never dying. When a part wears out, we replace it. We come from the far-off stars which you see shining at night. We travel in a ship of space from world to world. We visited your large moon before coming here. We found it to be a nice place to live. Although it has animal life, we found no intelligence there."




    This was almost too much for Klaemten to grasp, and these stone creatures seemed even greater than demons. But the friendliness of these creatures was encouraging,




    "Where is your ship?"




    "We are temporary stranded here on this world," was the reply. "We had trouble with our ship and had to land. We find that parts of our ship have worn out and must be replaced. We must make them from stones to be found here on this planet. We are thirty-six in number, and many of us have divided up into small groups and flown in search of stones and also to find out what sort of life flourishes here. It is rare that we find intelligent life on the worlds we visit. We are pleased that we found you and that we were able to save you from the three animals which beset you."




    "If you are of stone and heavy, how do you fly?"




    "Our wings do not beat the air like those of birds. They are repelled by the world even as all else is attracted by it, and we are able to vary this repulsion, greater or lesser as we choose."




    "Are you born in this fashion, or do you harden later?"




    "Neither," was the answer. "Long ago, those among us skilled in the art removed each other's brains from their bodies and placed them in the bodies you see. They are not only harder, but better in every way. We never have to sleep, although a strong blow against our heads will daze us and perhaps render us unconscious."




    "Then you were all meat and bone once?" queried Klaemten, marveling at these amazing revelations.




    "We were,"' the spokesman of the four admitted. "We come from Zor, a distant world of a far-off sun. Most of us are original Zoromes, though several of us were creatures of other worlds. 12W-62 here is a true Zorome and was once known among his kindred as Bext," said the machine man, waving a tentacle at one of his companions. "6W-438 is also a true Zorome," he added. "454ZQ2 is not a true Zorome but a convert and was once known as Jbf. His brain, like mine, was found adaptable to the coned stone heads. He and three of his brethren, who were three-legged creatures on a planet revolving around a double sun, were made machine men not long after my own introduction into the ranks of the Zoromes.
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Helplessly trapped, the machine men heard
the ultimatum of the terrible Heolons of
Bhem: “Give us back the secret that has
been dust these thousand years—or, as living
metal statues, adorn our halls throughout

all eternity!”
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