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  Chapter I




   




  

    The Plunge




     




    Professor Jameson clung more tightly to his precarious perch on the sloping mountainside. His metal tentacles curled about treacherous knobs of slippery rock. His mechanical eyes circling the coned metal head regarding Gloph, the intelligent space creature who, too, fought for his life against the face of the looming peak. Around them shone the stars of space, and several little moons moved visibly in ever-changing phases. Out of the darkness, a blazing sun threw sharp etched shadows all about them. Far beneath them, they saw the haze of the planet’s low-lying, dense atmosphere up out of which the towering mountains reached beyond and into space, a bleak region, a veritable top of the world, where only Gloph and his species lived. The space ship of the Zoromes was gone. It had fallen when a part of the mountain peak had slid away. Weathering had weakened the mountain peak beneath the atmosphere line. The professor remembered 65G-849 remarking about this characteristic as they had approached and examined the strange world from out in space.




     




    “There is no weathering on the mountain tops in space, other than what results from temperature changes when the sun shines,” 65G-849 had assured his fellow Zoromes. “It is different, however, below the atmosphere line. Because of the presence of atmosphere and moisture, a good many of the mountain peaks are undermined around the edges.”




     




    Besides the space ship and those inside it, the five machine men who had come out of the space ship with the professor to talk with friendly space creatures had gone hurtling to their doom. The professor had seen 6W-438, 119M-5, 29G-75, 777Y-46 and 7H-88 grab frantically for something to stay their plunge. Only the professor and 119M-5 had been successful in gaining a hold, and 119M-5’s respite had been but a brief one. The machine man’s hold on the slippery surface had been even more insecure than the professor’s 119M-5 had shot by the professor, radiating a departing farewell.




     




    Among the group of space creatures accompanying the machine men, all had fallen, too, except Gloph, who with the professor and 119M-5 had been farthest from the edge of the great break. Before the catastrophe, the space creatures had formed a funeral cortege in the performance of strange rites for the two of their dead, and the machine men had watched. At the climax of the rites, it was the custom, the machine men had learned, to hurl the two dead bodies off the precipice and into the atmospheric sea far below. It was never just one. There always had to be two.




     




    Professor Jameson looked across at Gloph and envied the latter’s soft, shaggy feet which gave him some measure of support in avoiding the inevitable. “Are you all right?” he radiated. “For the moment”, the long, thin creature with the luminous eyes formed the thought. “But I can get nowhere from here.” He gazed up helplessly at the steep slope they were on. His four long arms clung to scanty holds on the steep face of the mountain; four shaggy hooves settled against uneven spots on the slippery rock, while the long, gray body hugged the wall closely.




     




    “We can’t get up farther”, the machine man told him. ”If we could only climb down. It would be easier to climb if we were below the atmosphere line.”




     




    “I could not live very long down there, even if we did”, said Gloph. “I do not know why, but it is so”. “Have you ever been down there?” Professor Jameson asked. “Yes-twice. Once, I was quite young and venturesome. I almost did not come back, and if had not been for others who came in search of me, I would have died”.




     




    “What happened?”




     




    “I became very weak. I felt death come very close. I lost my senses on the way back up and did not revive until sometime after I was back up here. Another time, I journeyed with many others to another mountain where we had to descend and pass a low area. Again, I felt the old symptoms, but we were prepared for this, and we hurried and gained the higher levels again before it was too late.”




     




    “Is there life down there?” the professor asked.




     




    “Yes. Strange life that stands with its feet in the ground and never moves out of that spot as long as it lives, moving only back and forth as the strange, thin medium which surrounds it moves it. Other life moves about off the ground on long flat arms which are waved vigorously to keep it from falling.”




     




    Professor Jameson regarded Gloph’s triangular face thoughtfully. The only features were the three large, luminous eyes. “You never eat anything, do you?” he inquired, forming the idea and planting it in the creature’s mind.




     




    “Take something inside our bodies to keep us alive?” Gloph considered gravely. “Why, no, why should we? It is a stupid idea – but wait. I have heard it told that the creatures below practice such a strange ceremony—those who fly about on their long arms. Do they eat?”




     




    “No,” the Professor confessed.




     




    “You are much like us, only different,” pursued Gloph. “Where did you come from?”




     




    The professor shifted his position, trying to use his useless metal legs, finding nothing against which to cling. “It is a long story. I was once such a kind of creature like those you tell about on this world below the atmosphere in appearance. I had to eat to live, also breathe the gas similar to what you have twice descended to. I died on my planet which was called Earth. I had my dead body shot into space in a rocket to keep it from disintegrating. Forty million tears afterwards, machine men from another distant world, Zor, came and found me in my space rocket which had became a satellite of the earth. The recalled my brain to life and put it into one of these metal machines such as I am now. I have traveled with them ever since.”




     




    “Much of what you say to me is strange to me,” confessed Gloph, “but I like you. You must have had many wonderful experiences.”




     




    “This may well be my last one,” the professor observed gloomily. “My companions have all been hurled to their doom. If the space ship ever recovered itself and was not destroyed by the edge of the mountain sliding away, it would have been back by now looking for survivors.”




     




    “Hang on and do not give up hope,” Gloph encouraged his new metal friend. “We have a saying ‘it is not well to fear that which may never happen.’”




     




    “Gloph, all my life, whether plant or animal, must be maintained with sustenance, yourself included. There is no reason to suggest that you are given a lifetime of energy at birth. I’ve reached the conclusion that you on a constant bombardment of cosmic rays, or a conversion of naked sunlight.”




     




    “What is that?” the space creature puzzled.




     




    But the professor never answered. He was gone. In the vacuum of space, his body made no sound as it shot down the rocky slope and over the edge. Gloph was all alone.




     




    Professor Jameson hurtled downward. His tentacles and feet had slipped off the rock, just as those of 119M-5 had done. His body had performed a slow turn, and the eyes of his coned metal head caught a dizzying passage of escarpment beyond him. Underneath, a haze obscured the atmosphere and what lay beyond. The haze rushed up to engulf him with a frightful speed, and he found himself falling through the planet’s atmosphere. It was like being struck suddenly by a giant pillow, and the professor became audibly aware of a whirring sound made by his rapid passage. Once in the atmosphere, the pattern of the topography below became distant. He saw land and water spread out in irregular design.




     




    As he tried to gain his bearings and pick his probable landing spot, he became aware of circling dots below him. They grew larger swiftly, then expanded less rapidly. In perplexity, the professor all at once realized they, too, were falling, but at a slower rate of speed than himself. He came up with and passed them, yet something reached out and seized hold of a metal leg and continued to fall with him, yet at diminishing speed. Something dove by him from below, and he had another of the flying creatures holding back his speed. More of them dove at him as he passed them. He was surprised to find that he was no longer falling but was being carried across water, now quite close to the surface and in the direction of the land.




     




    These were the flying things which Gloph had talked vaguely about. The professor examined one of them as well as he could while they carried him up the coast from the towering mountain peak where he had fallen. His first impression visualized a pair of streamlined, membranous wings through which the sunlight struck a netted pattern of veins and skeletal structure. Folded back in under each wing lay an anterior arm and digits at the extremity. A pair of slender legs flowed out behind in bird-like flight. Why had they reached him? He probed at their minds, finding them possessed of a simple intelligence. Two bright eyes and a horny beak gave them a sharp appearance. A short, thick fur covered their bodies. He gathered vaguely that they had stopped his headlong flight for selfish reasons.




     




    Far over the land they sped to a low mountain ridge which connected with the series of tall peaks. At a dizzying speed, the professor was carried by this weird bevy over a strange pattern of crisscrossed poles built in a community of cave mouths in the mountain side. Perched on these were more of the winged creatures in various stages of growth. Professor Jameson quite suddenly felt himself released and hurtling at one of these grids cradled above a cave mouth. His metal cubed body struck it at such a high speed as to crash through it where he ricocheted off the mountain side close to the cave mouth, then rattled to a stop against the foundations of the overhead network.




     




    Before he had a chance to gain his bearings, the flock of bird-things which had brought him were down upon him in a swarm of competitive assault as he felt their strong beaks snapping at him ineffectually amid weird sounds and guttural mouthings. In vain, their horny beaks grated at the edges of his cubed body, tried with persistent leverage to snap his metal tentacles. Weird, conversational sounds issued out of their throats, and the professor caught the idea out of their simple minds.




     




    “He is too hard to eat,” one of them with the red wings remarked.




     




    “It was never before so,” observed another.




     




    “The outside might be hard sometimes, but never like this.”




     




    “This one was so heavy,” an ugly, broken-beak specimen of the species complained. “It took many of us to catch him and save him from the water.”




     




    “I thought there would be more for us to eat, he was so heavy.” Red wing gave him an experimental peck. “It is like the rock of our caves we live in.”




     




    “We have caught an idol dropped from above,” ventured Broken Beak. Professor Jameson remained immovable. He was undamaged, and once the bird-things lost interest he intended to escape by darkness.




     




    “We have had our labor for naught,” remarked Lame Leg, hopping about awkwardly to contemplate the machine men from a different angle.




     




    “I thought my wings were going to be torn off when I seized him. Never have I fallen so fast.” “Better had we let this one fall into the sea. It is no good.”




     




    “What about those-who-came-out-of-the-water?” Broken Beak suggested. “They might buy him from us.”




     




    “No, they want only the glittering stones and the dark-blue plants which grow high up in the mountains.”




     




    “They might want this thing too. We could try.”




     




    The inspiration was acted upon. Professor Jameson was dragged out into the open. Once more, several of the bird-creatures seized upon him and with great flapping wings carried him aloft. This time, the trip was a little longer, yet they were still in the vicinity of the mighty peak from which the professor had fallen. They approached a small city and swooped down into what appeared to be a public square. The machine man’s attention was drawn from the smooth, cylindrical buildings with their overhanging, flat roofs to the new kind of creatures converging on the square where the bird-things waited with him.




     




    They were long and graceful, approaching with a slow, bobbing walk on two feet seemingly growing out of one lower appendage. The feet were long and flapping, and soled with a tough growth. Somehow, the professor could not recognize them as having been meant for ground travel. It was more as if the creatures had learned to use them for this mode of travel. The long bodies of the creatures were translucent. The machine man could dimly ascertain the outlines of their internal organs. The body narrowed at the top. The head of the new arrivals seemed almost a straight continuation of the body until the head turned, and then it seemed almost like being on a swivel. A fleshy hood came down to flow harmoniously into the streamline with the rest of the body. Lidded eyes blinked open in surprise at sight of the machine men. Nostrils dilated. A wide, loose mouth worked thoughtfully in conjuncture. Instantly, Professor Jameson sensed intelligence vastly superior to that of the space creatures up among the mountain tops.




     




    The professor listened to the bickerings of the two species, as the bird-things sought to sell him to the citizens of the community. He heard the Flipper Feet refer to the birds as Glyj-ogs. The Flipper Feet exhibited a lively scientific interest among themselves over this new find of the Glyjogs but did not allow awareness of it to escape them. Following a bit of haggling, several large boxes were brought, one for each of the winged creatures. Experimentally, each Glyj-og broke open his box for weight, and flew off satisfied with the bargain.




     




    Not until the birds were gone, and the Flipper Feet crowding around to examine their new acquisition with subdued mouthings, did the professor show evidence of being other than just the idol the Glyj-ogs had exhibited him as. Then he took several steps, and the nearest Flipper Feet jumped back upon those crowding behind them in a hubbub of alarm.
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