The Other Sky
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It was late. The third level walkaway was deserted except for a lone Niss
standing under the glare of a polyarc fifty feet ahead. Vallant hurried along,
only half-listening to the voice of the newser from the tiny tri-D set he
carried:

". . . perturbation in the motion of Pluto. The report from the Survey Party
confirms that the ninth planet has left its orbit and is falling toward the
Sun. Dr. Vetenskap, expedition head, said that no explanation can be
offered for the phenomena. Calculations indicate that although Pluto will
cross the orbit of the Earth in approximately forty-five years, an actual
collision is unlikely; however, serious consequences could follow a close
passage of the body . . ."

Vallant turned the audio up. Ahead, the immobile Niss was staring at him
with small red eyes.

. inexplicable disappearance from Pluto of a Survey scouting vessel,"
the newser was saying. "The boat's crew, operating in the northern
hemisphere of the uninhabited planet, had left it in order to take solar
observations; the stranded men, rescued after a three-day ordeal, stated
that they observed the scout to rise, apparently under full control, and
ascend to extreme altitude before being lost from view. The boat was fully
fueled, and capable of an extended voyage. The Patrol is on the lookout for
the stolen vessel, but so far—"

As Vallant came abreast of the waiting Niss, it moved suddenly into his
path, reached out a four-fingered parody of a human hand, twitched the set
from his grip and with a convulsive motion, crushed it flat.

"Here, what the devil—" Vallant started. But the Niss had already tossed
the ruin aside, turned away to resume its immobile stance under the glare
of the light.

Vallant stared at the creature, the dusty grey-green hide, furrowed like an
alligator's, the flaccid crest that drooped over one pin-point eye, the
dun-colored tunic and drab leather straps that hung loosely on the lean,
five-foot body.

He took a step; the Niss turned its narrow head to face him. The tiny eyes
glittered like rubies.

"Why did you smash my Trideo?" Vallant said angrily.

The Niss stared for a moment longer; then it opened its mouth—a flash of
snow-white in the gloom—and flicked a tongue like a scarlet worm past
snake teeth in an unmistakable gesture.

Vallant doubled a fist. Instantly, the Niss flipped back the corner of its
hip-length cape, exposing the butt of a pistol-like apparatus with a flared
muzzle.

Vallant locked eyes with the alien; the words of the ten-times-daily public



service announcement came back to him:

"Remember—it is our privilege to welcome the Niss among us as honored
guests, who share their vast knowledge with us freely, to the betterment of
all mankind."

The Niss stood, waiting. Vallant, fists still clenched, turned and walked
away.

At the door to his apartment block Vallant took out his electro-key, pressed
it in the slot. From behind him there was a tiny sound, a whistling cough.
Vallant turned; a wizened face on a turkey neck peered at him.

"Ame," a voice as thin as smoke said. "Lord, boy, you look wonderful . . ."
The old man came closer, stood round-shouldered, one veined hand
clutching the lapels of an oddly cut coat. A few strands of wispy, colorless
hair crossed the age-freckled skull. White stubble covered the sagging
cheeks; the pale lines of old scars showed against the crepey skin.

"Guess you don't know me, Ame. . .
"I can't say that I do," Vallant said. "What—"

"That's all right, Ame; no way you could, I guess . . ." The old man held out
a hand that trembled like a leaf in a gentle breeze. "We served in the Navy
together; we've been through a lot. But you don't know. It's been a long
time . . ." The wrinkled face twisted into an unreadable expression. "Longer
than you'd think."

Vallant shook his head. "You must have me confused with someone else,
old-timer. I've never been in the Navy."

The old man nodded as though Vallant had agreed with him. "There's a lot
you need to know about, Ame. That's why I came. I had to, you see?
Because if I didn't, why, who knows what might happen?"

|II donlt_ll

"Look, Ame," the old man cut in urgently, "could we go inside?" He glanced
both ways along the walkaway. "Before one of those green devils shows his
ugly face . . ."

Vallant looked at the old man. "You mean the Niss?"

The old eyes were bright. "That's who I mean, Ame; but don't you worry,
boy; we'll take care of them—"

"That's careless talk, granddad. The Syndarch frowns on unfriendly remarks
about our honored guests." Vallant opened the door. "You'd better come
inside."

In Vallant's flat, the old man fumbled in his coat. "We got no time now to
waste, Ame. There's things we've got to do, fast, and I need help . . ."

"If you're a former Navy man, the Society will take care of you," Vallant
said.



"Not money, Ame. I've got all that I need." He took out a much-folded
paper, opened it with shaking hands, handed it across to Vallant. It was a
map, creased and patched, grimy and oil-splattered. The legend in the
corner read:

TERRESTRIAL SPACE ARM—
POLAR PROJECTION. Sol IX
March 2212.

The old man leaned, pointing. "See this spot right here? A river cuts
through the mountains—a river of liquid nitrogen. The gorge is a thousand
feet deep—and the falls come thundering down out of the sky like the end
of the world. That's the place, Ame. They'd kill to get it, make no
mistake—and that'd be only the beginning."

"Who'd kill?"

"The sneaking, filthy Niss, boy—who else?" the old man's voice snapped
with an echo of youthful authority. "They trailed me in, of course. You heard
about the stolen Survey boat?"

Vallant frowned. "You mean the one that disappeared on Pluto?"

The ancient head nodded quickly. "That's right, Ame. That was me. Lucky,
them coming down like they did. Otherwise, I'd have had another thirty-odd
years to wait. Might not of made it. I figured to lose them but I'm getting
old; not as sharp as I used to be. I killed one an hour ago. Don't know how
long I've got—"

"You killed a Niss?"

"Not the first one, either." The old man's toothless grin was cheerful. "Now,
what I have to tell you, Ame—"

"Look . . ." Vallant's voice was low. "I won't turn you in—but you can't stay
here. God knows I have no use for the Niss, but killing one. . ."

The old man looked into Vallant's face, searchingly. "You are Amory Vallant
e

"That's right. I don't know how you know my name, but—"

"Look here, Ame. I know it's hard to understand. And I guess I wander;
getting old . . ." He fumbled over his pockets, brought out a warped packet,
paper-wrapped, passed it over to Vallant.

"Go ahead—take a look."

Vallant unfolded the wrappings, took out a once-glossy tri-D photo. It
showed a line of men in regulation ship suits standing against a curving
wall of metal. The next was a shot of a group of boyish-faced men in
identical Aerospace blue blouses, sitting at a long table, forks raised
toward mouths. In another, two men stood on a stormy hillside scattered
with the smoking fragments of a wrecked ship.



Vallant looked up, puzzled. "What—?"

"Look closer, Ame. Look at the faces." The old man's bony finger reached,
indicated a man in a worn uniform, looking down at torn metal. He had a
lean face, short-cropped sandy hair, deep-set eyes—

"Hey!" Vallant said. "That looks like me!"

"Uh-huh. In the other ones, too . . ." The old man crouched forward,
watching Vallant's face as he shuffled through the pictures. There he
was—standing on the bridge of a capital ship, clipboard in hand; leaning on
a bar, holding a glass, an arm over the shoulders of a square-faced
red-headed man; posing stiffly before a bazaar stall manned by a sullen
Niss with his race's unfortunate expression of permanent guilt stamped on
the grey-green features.

Vallant stared at the old man. "I've never been in the Navy—I never saw
the inside of a ship of the line—I was never on the Niss world . . . !" He
flipped through the remaining pictures. "Here's one where I've got gray hair
and a commodore's star! How the devil did you fake these up, old-timer?"

"They're not fakes, Ame. Look there—that red-headed young fellow—do you
know him?"

Vallant studied the picture. "I have a friend named Able; Jason Able—at
Unitech; we're both students there. This looks like him—only older."

The old man was nodding, grinning. "That's right, Ame. Jase Able." The grin
faded abruptly. "But I didn't come here to talk about old times—"

"Is he a relative of yours?"

"Not exactly. Listen, Ame. My boat; they got it. Didn't have time to
camouflage it like I planned. It's at the Granyauck Navy Yard now: I saw it
yesterday. We've got to have that boat, Ame; it's the fastest model there
is—you know how to handle her?"

"I guess so—I'm an Astronautics major. But hold on a minute. How do you
know me? And where did you get these pictures? What's the map all about?
Why did you kill a Niss—and what's this about a boat? You know the
Syndarch outlawed private space travel thirty years ago .. . !"

"Hold on, Ame . . ." The old man wiped a trembling hand across his
forehead. "I guess I'm going too fast—but I have to hurry. There's not time,
Ame—"

"Start with the boat. Are you saying you stole it and came here from Pluto?"
"That's right, Ame. I—"

"That's impossible. Nobody could stay alive on Pluto. And anyway the Patrol
or the Niss would stop any ship—"

"It's the same thing, Ame; the Syndarch is just the traitors that made
peace with the Niss after the War—"



"War?"

"You don't even know about the War, do you?" The old man looked
confused. "So much to tell, Ame—and no time. We've got to hurry. The
War—not much of a fight to it; it was maybe thirty years ago; our ships
were just starting their probes out beyond Big Jupe. The Niss hit us; rolled
us up like a rug. What the Hell, we didn't have a chance; our ships were
nothing but labs, experimental models, unarmed. The Niss offered a deal.
Ramo took 'em up on it. The public never even knew. Now the Niss have
occupied Earth for twenty-five years—"

"Occupied! But . . . they're supposed to be our honored guests—"

"That's the Syndarch line. As for why I came back, I had to, Ame. I had to
tell you about Galliale and the Portal—"

"Galliale . . . ?"
"I could have stayed . . ." The old man's eyes were distant, the present
forgotten. "But I couldn't chance it, Ame . . ." He seemed to pull himself

together with an effort. "And anyway, I kind of missed the old life; there's
no place for ship boots in fairyland."

There was a buzz from the front entry. The old man struggled to his feet,
stared around the room, his lips working. "They're here already. I thought
I'd thrown 'em off; I thought I was clear . . ."

"Hold on, old-timer; it's probably just a friend; sit down—"

"Any back way out of here, Ame?" The old man's eyes were desperate. From
the door, the buzz sounded insistently.

"You think it's the police?"
"It's them or the Niss. I know, boy."

Vallant hesitated a moment, then went quickly to the bedroom, into the
closet, felt over the wall. A panel dropped, fell outward; a framed opening
showed dark beyond it.

"I discovered this when they were doing some work on the other side; it's
one advantage of cracker box construction. I phoned in a complaint, but
they never fixed it. It opens into a utility room in the Municipal Admin
block."

The old man hurried forward. "I'm sorry I got you into this, Ame. I won't
come here again—you come to my place—the Stellar Castle on 900th—room
1196b. I been away two days now—I've got to get back. Don't tell 'em
anything—and be sure you're not followed. I'll be waiting." He ducked
through the opening.

From the next room, there was the sound of heavy pounding—then of
splintering plastic. Vallant hastily clipped the panel back in place, turned as
a thick, dark man with an egg-bald head slammed through the doorway. He
wore tight cuffed black trousers and there was a bright metal servitude
bracelet with a Syndarch escutcheon on his left wrist. His small, coal black



eyes darted around the room.
"Where's the old man?" he rapped out in a voice like bullets hitting a plank.
"Who are you? What's the idea of smashing my door?"

"You know the penalty for aiding a traitor to the Syndarch?" The intruder
went past Vallant, stared around the room.

"There's nobody here," Vallant said. "And even the Syndarch has no right to
search without a warrant."

The bald man eyed Vallant.

"You telling me what rights the Syndarch's got?" He barked a short laugh,
cut it off suddenly to glare coldly at Vallant.

"Watch your step. We'll be watching you now." Beyond the door, Vallant
caught a glimpse of a dull Niss face.

"That reminds me," he said. "The Niss owe me a Tri-D set; one of them
smashed mine today."

The beady eyes bored into him. "Yeah," the Syndarch man said. "We'll be
watching you." He stepped past the smashed door.

As soon as he was gone, Vallant went to the closet and removed the panel.
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Vallant stepped through the opening, fitted the panel back in place, felt his
way past brooms and cans of cleaning compound, eased the door open,
emerged into a dim-lit corridor. Lights showed behind a few doors along its
shadowy length. He went toward a red exit light; a lone maintenance man
shot him a sour look but said nothing. He pushed out through a rotating
door onto the littered walkaway, went to a nearby lift, rode up to the fifth
level, took the crosstown walkaway to the shabby section near the Gendye
Tower. Here, near the center of the city, there were a few pedestrians out;
a steady humming filled the air from the wheelways above. Between them,
Vallant caught a glimpse of a bleary moon gleaming unnoticed in the
remote sky.

It took Vallant half an hour to find the dark sideway where a dowdy plastic
front adorned with a tarnished sunburst huddled between later, taller
structures whose lower levels were darkened by the blight that washed
about the bases of the city's towers like an overflowing sewer. Vallant
stepped through a wide glass door that opened creakily before him, crossed
to the dust-grimed directory, keyed the index; out-of-focus print flickered
on the screen. Jason Able was registered in room 1196b.

Vallant stepped into the ancient mechanical lift; its door closed tiredly.
Everything about the Stellar Castle seemed ready to sigh and give up.

On the hundred and tenth floor he stepped out, followed arrows to a
warped plastic door against which dull florescent humerals gleamed faintly.
He tapped; the door swung inward. He stepped inside.



It was a mean, narrow room with one crowded, dirt-glazed window, opening
on an air shaft through which the bleak light of a polyarc filtered. There was
a bunk bed, unmade, a wall locker with its doors ajar, its shelves empty,
and beyond, a tiny toilet cubicle. A hinge-sprung suitcase lay near the bed;
next to it, the single chair lay overturned. Vallant rounded the bed. The old
man lay on his back on the floor. The waxy face—thin-nosed,
sunken-cheeked—stared up at him with eyes as remote as a statue of
Pharaoh.

Vallant touched the bony wrist; it was cool and inert as modeling clay. The
packet of pictures lay scattered on the floor. Vallant felt inside the coat;
the map was gone. He went to the locker; there was a covered bird-cage on
its floor among curls of dust, a small leather case beside it. He checked the
suitcase; it contained worn garments of strange cut, a leather folder with
six miniature medals, a few more edge-crimped photos, a toy crossbow,
beautifully made, and a Browning 2mm needler.

A tiny sound brought Vallant upright; he reached for the needler, searching
the gloom. From somewhere above him, a soft scraping sounded. Among
the shadows under the ceiling, two tiny amber lights glinted; something
small and dark moved. Vallant flipped the pistol's safety off—

A shape no bigger than a cat dropped to the bed with an almost noiseless
thump.

"You are Jason's friend," a piping voice said. "Did you come to help me?"
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It was almost man-shaped, with large eyes which threw back crimson
highlights, oversized foxlike ears, a sharp nose; it wore form-fitting clothing
of a dark olive color which accentuated its thin limbs and knobby joints.
Dark hair grew to a widow's peak on its forehead.

"What are you?" Vallant's voice was a hoarse whisper.

"I'm Jimper." The tiny voice was like the peeping of a chick. "The Not-men
came. Jason is dead; now who will help Jimper?" The little creature moved
toward Vallant. There was a jaunty cap on the doll-sized head; a broken
feather trailed from it.

"Who killed the old man?"
"Are you his friend?"
"Yes . . . he seemed to think so."

"There was a large man—great in the belly, and with splendid clothes,
though he smelled of burning drug-weed. Two of the Not-men were with
him. They struck Jason a mighty blow, and afterward they took things from
his clothes. I was afraid; I hid among the rafters."

"What are you—a pet?"

The little creature stood straighter.



"I am the Ambassador of the King. I came with Jason to see the King of the
Giants."

Vallant pocketed the gun. "I've been to a lot of places; I never saw
anything like you before. Where did you come from?"

"My land of Galliale lies beyond the Place of Blue Ice—the world you know
as Pluto."

"Pluto? Out there the atmosphere falls as snow every winter. Nothing could
live there."

"Green and fair lies Galliale beyond the ice." The little figure crept closer to
the foot of the bed. "Jason is dead. Now Jimper is alone. Let me stay with
you, Jason's friend."

"But—I don't need a pet . . ."

"I am the Ambassador of the King!" the manikin piped. "Do not leave me
alone," he added, his tiny voice no more than a cricket's chirp.

"Do you know why they killed the old man?"

"He knew of the Portal—and my land of Galliale. Long have the Not-men
sought it—"

The tiny head came up suddenly; the long nose twitched. "The Not-men,"
the bird voice shrilled. "They come . . . !"

Vallant stepped to the door, listened. "I don't hear anything . . ."
"They come—from below. Three of them, and evil are their thoughts."
"You're a mind reader, too?"

"I feel the shapes of their intentions . . ." The tiny voice was frantic. "Flee,
Jason's friend; they wish you harm . . ."

"What about you?"
"Jason made a carrying box for me—there—in the locker."

Vallant grabbed up the cage, put it on the bed; the Ambassador of the King
crept inside.

"My crossbow," he called, "it lies in Jason's box; and my knapsack."

Vallant retrieved the miniature weapon and the box, handed them in to
their owner.

"All right, Jimper. I'm not sure I'm not dreaming you—but I'd hate to wake
up and find out I wasn't."

"Close are they now," the small voice shrilled. "They come from there . . .
He pointed along the gloomy hallway. Vallant went in the opposite
direction. He glanced back from the first cross-corridor; three Niss stepped
from the elevator; he watched as they went to the room he had just left,



pushed inside.

"It looks as though you know what you're talking about, Jimper," Vallant
said. "Let's get away from here before the excitement begins."

X Xk X
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There were a scattering of late-shift workers hurrying through the corridor
when Vallant reached the secret entry to his flat. He waited until they had
hustled out of sight, then opened the utility room door, stepped inside. In
the cage, Jimper moaned softly.

"The Feared Men," he peeped.

Vallant stood stock-still. He put his ear against the removable panel. A
heavy voice sounded from beyond it.

"How did I know he'd die so easy? I had to make him talk, didn't I?"

"Fool!" hissed a voice like gas escaping under pressure. "Little will he talk
now."

"Look, your boss isn't going to blame me, is he?"
"You will die, and I with you."
"Huh? You mean—"

There was a sudden hiss, then a sound of rattling paper. "Perhaps this will
save our lives," the Niss voice said. "The map . . . !"

In the cage, Jimper whined. "I fear the Not-men," he piped. "I fear the
smell of hate."

Vallant raised the cage to eye level. The little creature inside blinked large,
anxious eyes at him. "They found the old man's map," he said. "I left it
lying in plain sight. Was it important?"

"The map?" Jimper stood, gripping the bars of the cage. "Vallant—with the
map they can seek out my Land of Galliale, and fall upon us, unsuspecting!
They must not have it!"

"They've already got it—and if I'd walked in the front door, they'd have had
me too. I'm in trouble, Jimper. I've got to get away, hide out somewhere . .

"First, the map, Vallant!"
"What do you mean?"

"We must take it from them. You are a giant, like them; can you not burst
in and take it from them?"

"I'm afraid heroics are out of my line, Jimper. It's too bad, but—"



"Jason died for the map, Vallant. He came to warn you, and they killed him.
Will you let them take it now?"

Vallant rubbed his jaw. "I've gotten mixed up in something I don't
understand. I don't know the old man; he never got around to saying why
he came to see me—"

"To save a world, Vallant—perhaps a Galaxy. And now only you can help!"
"The map is that important, is it?"
"More than you could know! You must make a plan, Vallant!"

Vallant nodded. "I guess my number's up anyway; I'd never get clear of the
city, with the Syndarch and the Niss after me. I might as well go down
fighting." He chewed his lip. "Listen, Jimper. I want you to sneak around
front, with my key. You can reach the keyhole if you climb up on the railing.
When you plug it in, the buzzer will go. Then I'll move in and hit them on
the flank. Maybe I can put it over. Can you do it?"

Jimper looked out through the brass bars of the birdcage. "It is a fearsome
thing to walk abroad among the giants . . ." He gripped his five-inch
crossbow. "But if you ask it, Vallant, I will try."

"Good-by." Vallant put the cage on the floor, opened it. Jimper stepped out,
stood looking up at the man. Briefly, Vallant described the location of his
apartment entry; he handed over the electro-key.

"Be careful; there may be somebody watching the place from outside. If you
make it, give it one good blast and run like hell; I'll meet you back here. If
I don't show up in ten minutes, you're on your own."

Jimper stood straight; he settled his cap on his head.
"I am the Ambassador of the King," he said. "I shall do my best, Vallant."

Vallant waited, his ear to the thin panel. The two who lay in wait inside
conversed excitedly, in low tones.

"Look," the man said. "The guy's wise we're after him. He won't come back
here; we've got to get the map to the Syndarch—"

"To the Uttermagnate!"

"The Syndarch's my boss—"

"He is a dirt beneath the talons of the Uttermagnate!"

Faintly, the door buzzer sounded. The voices ceased abruptly. Then:

"OK, you cover him as he comes in; I clip him back of the ear . ..

Vallant waited a quarter of a minute; then he pushed on the panel, caught
it as it leaned into the room, stepped in after it, the gun in his hand. He
crossed quickly to the connecting doorway to the outer room. The man and
the Niss stood across the room on either side of the entry, heads cocked
alertly; the alien held a gun, the man a heavy sap.



"Don't move!" Vallant snapped.

The two whirled on him like clockwork soldiers. Vallant jumped aside, fired
as the Niss burned the door frame by his ear. The Browning snarled; the
alien slammed back, fell, a cluster of needles bright against the leathery
hide over his heart. The man dropped the length of weighted hose, raised
his hands.

"Don't shoot . . . I" he choked. Vallant went to him, lifted the map from his
pocket.

"Talk fast!" Vallant snapped. "Who's the old man?"
"All T know is," the man stuttered, "the Niss boss said bring the old guy in."
"You tailed him here, but he lost you. How'd you get to him?"

"There was four teams working him. Mullo picked him up when he'd taken a
hack on One Level."

"Why'd you kill him?"

"It was an accident—"

"Why'd you come back for me?"

"Once the old guy was dead, you was the only lead . . ."
"Lead to what?"

Sweat popped out on the man's veined temples. He had a narrow, horsey
face, a long torso with too-short legs.

I...dunno. It was something they wanted."

"You take orders from . . . those?" Vallant glanced at the dead Niss.
"I do like I'm told," the man said sullenly.

"You know any prayers?"

The man's face broke like smoke in a gust of wind. He fell to his knees,
clasped his hands in a grotesque parody of adoration. He babbled. Vallant
stood over him.

"I ought to kill you—for my own protection,"” he said. "But that's where you
skunks have the advantage . . ." He hit the man hard behind the ear with
the gun butt; he fell on his face. Vallant trussed him with a maroon
bathrobe cord, knotted a handkerchief over his mouth, then rose, looked
around at the laden book shelves, the music storage unit, the well-stocked
pantry beyond.

"It was nice while it lasted," he muttered. He went to the closet, stepped
through into the dark room beyond.

"Jimper!" he called. There was no answer. The cage was empty, the tiny
knapsack beside it. He picked it up, stepped out into the corridor, went to



the exit, out into the walkaway, turned back toward the entrance to the
apartment block.

As he passed the dark mouth of a narrow service-way, a sudden thump!
sounded, followed by a squeal like a rusty hinge. Vallant whirled; a giant
rat lay kicking long-toed hind feet, a three-inch length of wooden dowel
projecting from its chest. Beyond it lay a second, its yellow chisel-teeth
closed on a shaft which had entered its mouth and emerged under its left
shoulder. Vallant took a step into the alley; a foot-long rodent darted at
him. He pivoted, swung a foot, sent it thudding against the wall. He saw
Jimper loose a bolt from his bow, then toss the weapon aside and draw a
two-inch dagger. A red-eyed rodent rushed him; he danced aside, struck—

Vallant snatched him up, aimed a kick at the predator, quickly retreated to
the dim-lit walkaway.

"I'm sorry, Jimper; I forgot about the rats . . .

"My . . .bow . . ." Jimper keened. His head drooped sideways. Vallant was
suddenly aware of the lightness of the small body; there seemed to be only
bones under the silken-soft garments.

"How long since you've had a meal?"
"Jason gave Jimper food. . .before he went away . . ."

"You mean you waited there two days, in the dark, without food and
water?"

Jimper stirred, tried to raise his head. "Jimper is tired . . ."
The elfin face was grayish, the eyes hollow.
"You've had a rough time, partner.”

Vallant walked back up the alley, recovered the crossbow. The rats were
gone—even the two dead ones, dragged away by their fellows.

"T'll get you some food," Vallant said, "then maybe you can tell me what
this is all about."

"Then . . . you will help Jimper?"

"I don't know, Jimper. I just killed a Niss, and gave a Syndarch man a
severe headache. I'm afraid I've permanently spoiled my popularity in this
area. I have a couple of hours maybe before they find them. That means I'll
have to make some very hurried travel arrangements. Afterwards, we can
discuss future plans—if we still have any."
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Vallant stood in the angle of the security wall surrounding the Navy Yard,
sheltered from the glare of the polyarcs. "Do you know which one it is?" he
whispered.

"Well I know her, Vallant; a fleet vessel; none can match her."



"Point her out to me." He lifted the cage to a shed roof, scrambled up
beside it. Over the wall-top, the lights threw back dull highlights from the
tarnished hulls of three Syndarch hundred-tonners squatting in an irregular
row. Beyond, half a dozen of the Syndarch's private racing stable were
parked, their peeling decorative paint giving them a raffish air. Far to the
right, Jimper pointed to a smaller vessel, agleam with chromalloy and
enamel, glistening under the polyarcs. Men worked around it; nearby stood
four armed men in the pale green of the Syndarch contract police.

"I'll have to take some chances now," Vallant said softly. "You'd better stay
here; I won't be able to look out for you."

"I will look out for myself, Vallant!"
"All right, partner; but this will be risky."

"What will you do, Vallant?" Jimper's voice was a mouse's squeak, but he
stood with a bold stance, looking up at Vallant.

"I'm going to waltz into Operations as though I owned a controlling
interest, and see what happens. Keep your fingers crossed."

"Jimper will be near, Vallant. Good luck."

Vallant stooped, put out a hand. "Thanks, partner—and if I don't make it,
good luck to you—and your land of Galliale." Jimper laid his tiny hand
solemnly against Vallant's palm.

"Stout heart," he piped, "and fair hunting."

Vallant strode through the gate, walking briskly like a man intent on
serious business. A Niss eyed him from a sentry box by the gate as he
rounded the end of a building, went up steps, pushed through wide doors,
went along a carpeted corridor and under an archway into a bright room
with chart-lined walls. A fat man with a high, pink forehead loomed up from
behind a counter, glanced at Vallant, let his bored gaze wander past.
Vallant rapped smartly on the counter.

"A little service here, please, my man. I need a clearance order; I'm taking
a boat out."

The fat man's eyes flicked back to Vallant. He plucked a plastic toothpick
from a breast pocket, plied it on large, square teeth. "So who're you?" he
inquired in an unoiled tenor.

"I'm the Syndarch's new pilot," Vallant said coldly. He wiped a finger across
the dusty counter, examined its tip distastefully. "I trust that meets with
your approval?"

There was an extended silence, broken only by the lick of the fat man's
toothpick.

"Nobody never tells me nothing," he stated abruptly. He turned, plucked a
paper from a desk behind him, scribbled on it, tossed it at Vallant.

"Where's old man Ramo going this time?"



Vallant looked at him sharply. "Mind your tone, my man."

The toothpick fell with a tiny clatter. The fat man's face was suddenly
strained. "Hey, I din't mean nothing. I'm loyal, you bet." He indicated
himself with an ink-stained thumb. "I just got kind of a haha informal way
of talking."

"What was that lift-off time again?" Vallant was still looking sternly at the
man.

"Plenty time yet, sir." The squeaky voice was half an octave higher. "I
wasn't expecting the pilot in fer half an hour yet. I got my paper work all
set early, just in case, like. All you got to do, you got to sign the flight
plan." The man pointed with the blue thumb.

Vallant scribbled Mort Furd in the indicated space, folded his copy and
tucked it away.

"About that crack," the fat man started.
"I'm giving you the benefit of the doubt," Vallant said.

Outside, Vallant walked quickly across to the low shed under the glare sign
reading EQUIPMENT—STATION PERSONNEL ONLY. Inside, a small man with
lined brown skin and artificial-looking black hair looked at him over a
well-thumbed picto-news.

"I want to draw my gear," Vallant said briskly. "I'm taking the new boat out
in a few minutes."

The little man got to his feet, held out a hand expectantly.
"Let's see that Issue Order."
"I'm running late," Vallant said. "I haven't got one."

The little man sat down and snatched up his paper. "Come back when you
got one," he snapped.

"You wouldn't want to be the cause of delaying Leader Ramo's departure,
would you?" Vallant looked at him pointedly.

"I do my job; no tickee no washee." The little man turned a page, appeared
absorbed in his reading.

"Hey," Vallant said. The man glanced up, jaw lowered for a snappy retort.
He saw the gun in Vallant's hand, froze, mouth open. Vallant plucked a
length of wire from the table, tossed it to him. "Use this to tie your ankles
together," he ordered. The magazine fell to the floor as the man complied.
Vallant went behind him, cinched his hands with another length of stranded
copper. He went along the bins, picked out a vacuum suit, pulled it on over
his street clothes. He added an emergency power pack, a field
communicator, emergency rations, a recycler unit.

Vallant stepped from the door—and was face to face with a heavy built Niss
holding a gun like the one Vallant had first seen at the hip of the alien who



had smashed his Tri-D set. The gun came up, pointed at his chest.

"Would you mind pointing that thing in some other direction?" Vallant
started to edge past the alien. It hissed, jabbed the strange gun at him.

Vallant took a deep breath, wondering how fast Niss reflexes were.
"Perhaps I'd better explain,”" he started—

There was a sharp clatter behind the alien; the narrow head jerked around;
Vallant took a step, hit the creature on the side of the head; it bounced
backwards, went down hard on its back; the gun skidded away. Vallant
jumped to the Niss, caught it by the harness, dragged it into the shadows
of the shed. Jimper stepped into view.

"Well smote, Vallant!" he chirped.

"Your timing was perfect, partner!" Vallant looked toward the lighted ship.
The ground crew was still at work, the guards lounging nearby.

"Here we go; make a wide swing. Wait until they're all admiring me, and
then run for it." Vallant started across the open ramp with a long stride. A
man with a clipboard strolled forward to meet him. Vallant flapped the
Clearance Order at him.

"All set to lift?" he barked.

"Eh? Why, no; I haven't even run idling checks—" the man backed, keeping
pace.

"Skip 'em; I'm in a hurry." Vallant brushed past, reached the access ladder,
thumbed the lock control; it cycled open. A small figure bounded from
shadow, leaped up, disappeared inside.

uHey_u

"Clear the area; I'm lifting!" Vallant went up, swung through the open port,
clanged it behind him, climbed up into the dim-lit control compartment, slid
into the deep-padded acceleration couch, threw the shock frame in place.

"Get on the bunk, Jimper," he called. "Lie flat and hang on." He slammed
switches. Pumps sprang into action; a whining built, merged with the
rumble of the preheat burners. The communicator's light blinked garish red
on the panel.

"You in the yacht," a harsh voice blared. "Furd, or whatever your name is—"

A Niagara of sound cut off the voice. The pressure of full emergency power
crushed Vallant back in the seat. On the screen, the pattern of lights that
was the port dwindled, became a smudge, then glided from view as the
ship angled east, driving for Deep Space.

"We're clear, Jimper," Vallant called. "Now all we have to do is figure out
where we're going . . ."
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Mars was a huge, glaring disk of mottled pink, crumbling at the edge into
blackness. It lit Jimper's face eerily as he perched on the edge of the chart
table, watching the planet swing ponderously past on the screen.

"Not this world, Vallant!" Jimper piped again. "Jason came with me from the
world of the Blue Ice—"

"You said your country was warm and green, Jimper; with a big orange sun.
Let's be realistic: Pluto is only a few degrees above absolute zero. Your
home couldn't be there!"

"You must believe Jimper, Vallant." The little creature looked appealingly
across at the man. "We must go to Pluto!"

"Jimper, we need supplies, information. We'll land at Aresport, rest up, take
in some of the scenery I've heard about, then see what we can find out
about the old man's itinerary—"

"The Not-men will capture us!"

"Jimper, we couldn't be that important. Mars is an autonomous planet. I
know commerce has been shut off for years, but the Syndarch couldn't have
any influence out here—"

"Vallant—the Not-men own all the worlds! There are no Giants but those
who serve them—but for those on Earth—and why they let them live, 1
cannot say—"

"You've got a lot of wild ideas, Jimper—"

"Look!" Jimper's finger pointed at the screen. A black point was visible,
drifting across the center of the planetary disc. Vallant adjusted a control,
locked a tracking beam on the vessel.

"If he holds that course, we're going to scrape paint . . . !" He keyed the
communicator. "Ariane to Mars Tower West; I'm in my final approach
pattern; request you clear the Sunday drivers out of the way."

"Pintail Red to Pintail One," a faint voice came from the speaker. "I think
I've picked up our bogie; homing in on 23—268—6, sixteen kiloknots . . ."

"Pintail Red, get off the clear channel, you damned fool—" The angry voice
dissolved into a blur of scrambled transmission.

"Panam Patrol—out here?" Vallant twiddled controls, frowning at the
instruments. "What was that course? 23—268—6 . . ." He flipped a switch,
read off the numerals which glowed on the ground glass.

"Hey, Jimper—that's us they're talking about . . . I"

A speck separated itself from the vessel on the screen, raced toward
Ariane.

"Hang on to your hat, Jimper," Vallant called. "He means business . . ." He
slammed the drive control lever full over; the ship leaped forward.



"I guess the Ares Pavilion's out, Jimper," he said between clenched teeth,
"but maybe we can find a cozy little family-type hotel on Ganymede."
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Vallant sagged over the control panel, his unshaven face hollow from the
last week on short rations.

"Ariane to Ganymede Control," he croaked for the hundredth time.
"Ganymede Control, come in . . ."

"None will answer, Vallant," Jimper piped.

"Looks like nobody home, Buddy," Vallant slumped back in the couch. "I
don't understand it . . ."

"Will we go to Pluto now, Vallant?"
"You don't give up easily, do you, partner?"

Jimper sprang across, stood before Vallant, his feet planted on dial faces.
"Vallant, my land of Galliale lies beyond the snows, deep among the Blue
Ice mountains. You must believe Jimper!"

"We're low on rations and my fuel banks were never intended for this kind
of high-G running, weeks on end. We'll have to turn back."

"Turn back to what, Vallant? The Not-men will surely slay you—and what
will happen to Jimper?"

"There's nothing out there, Jimper!" Vallant waved a hand at the screen
that reflected the blackness of space, the cold glitter of the distant stars.
"Nothing but some big balls of ice called Uranus and Neptune, where the
sun is just a bright star—"

"There is Pluto."

"So there is . . ." Vallant raised his head, looked into the small, anxious
face. "Where could this nice warm place of yours be, Jimper? Underground?"

"The sky of Galliale is wide and blue, Vallant, and graced with a golden
sun."

"If I headed out that way—and failed to find Galliale—that would be the
end. You know that, don't you?"

"I know, Vallant. I will not lead you wrong."

"The old man said something about mountains of ice; maybe—" Vallant
straightened. "Well, there's nothing to go back to. I've always had a yen to
see what's out there. Let's go take a look, Jimper. Maybe there are still a
few undreamed of things in Heaven and Earth—or beyond them."
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The planet hung like a dull steel ball against the black; a brilliant highlight
threw back the glinting reflection of the tiny disc that was the distant sun.



"All right, Jimper, guide me in," Vallant said hoarsely. "It all looks the same
to me."

"When we are close, then I will know." Jimper's pointed nose seemed to
quiver with eagerness as he stared into the screen. "Soon you will see,
Vallant. Fair is my land of Galliale."

"I must be crazy to use my last few ounces of reaction mass to land on
that," Vallant croaked. "But it's too late now to change my mind."

For the next hours, Vallant nursed the ship along, dropping closer to the icy
world. Now plains of shattered ice-slabs stretched endlessly below, rising
at intervals into jagged peaks gleaming metallically in light as eerie as an
eclipse.

"There!" Jimper piped, pointing. "The Mountains of Blue Ice . . . !" Vallant
saw the peaks then, rising deep blue in a saw-tooth silhouette against the
unending snow.

The proximity alarm clattered. Vallant pushed himself upright, read dials,
adjusted the rear screen magnification. The squarish lines of a strange
vessel appeared, dancing in the center of the field. Beyond, a second ship
was a tiny point of reflected light.

"We're out of luck, partner," Vallant said flatly. "They must want us pretty
badly."

"Make for the mountains, Vallant!" Jimper shrilled. "We can yet escape the
Not-men!"

Vallant pulled himself together, hunched over the controls. "OK, Jimper, I
won't give up if you won't; but that's an almighty big rabbit you're going to
have to pull out of that miniature hat!"
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It was not a good landing. Vallant unstrapped himself, got to his feet,
holding onto the couch for support. Jimper crept out from under the folded
blankets that had fallen on him, straightened his cap.

"We're a couple of miles short of the mark, Jimper," Vallant said. "I'm sorry;
it was the best I could do."

"Now must we hasten, Vallant; deep among the blue peaks lies Galliale;
long must we climb." Jimper opened his knapsack, took out a tiny miniature
of a standard vacuum suit, began pulling it on. Vallant managed a laugh.

"You came prepared, fella. I guess your friend Jason made that for you."

"Even in this suit, Jimper will be cold." The long nose seemed redder than
ever. He fitted the grapefruit-sized bowl in place over his head. Vallant
checked the panel. The screens were dead; the proximity indicator dial was
smashed. He donned his suit hurriedly.

"They saw us crash; they'll pick a flatter spot a few miles back; that gives
us a small head start." He cycled the port open; loose objects fluttered as



the air whooshed from the ship; frost formed instantly on horizontal
surfaces.

Standing in the open lock, Vallant looked out at a wilderness of tilted ice
slabs, fantastic architectural shapes of frost, airy bridges, tunnels, chasms
of blue ice.

"Jimper—are you sure—out there . . . ?"

"High among the ice peaks," Jimper's tiny voice squeaked in Vallant's
helmet. "Jimper will lead you."

"Lead on, then." Vallant jumped down into the feathery drift-snow. "I'll try
to follow."

The slopes were near-vertical now, polished surfaces that slanted upward,
glinting darkly. The tiny arc-white sun glared between two heights that
loomed overhead like cliffs. In the narrow valley between them, Vallant
toiled upward, Jimper scampering ahead.

Far above a mighty river poured over a high cliff, thundering down into
mist: its roar was a steady rumble underfoot.

Abruptly, Jimper's voice sounded in a shrill shout. "Vallant! Success! The
Gateway lies ahead!"

Vallant struggled on another step, another, too exhausted to answer. There
was a sudden heavy tremor underfoot. Jimper sprang aside. Vallant looked
up; far above, a vast fragment detached from the wall, seeming to float
downward with dreamlike grace, surrounded by a convoy of lesser rubble.
Great chunks smashed against the cliff-sides, cascaded downward; the
main mass of the avalanche shattered, dissolved into a cloud of ice
crystals. At the last moment, Jimper's warning shrilling in his ears, Vallant
jumped for the shelter of a crevice. A torrent of snow poured down through
the sluicelike narrow, quickly rising above the level of Vallant's hiding
place. His helmet rang like a bell bombarded with gravel, then damped out
as the snow packed around him. Profound silence closed in.

"Vallant!" Jimper's voice came. "Are you safe?"

"I don't know . . ." Vallant struggled, moved his arms an inch. "I'm buried;
no telling how deep." He scraped at the packed snow, managed to twist
himself over on his face. He worked carefully then, breaking pieces away
from above, thrusting them behind. He was growing rapidly weaker; his
arms seemed leaden. He rested, dug, rested . . .

The harsh white star that was the sun still hung between the ice cliffs when
Vallant's groping fingers broke through and he pulled himself out to lie
gasping on the surface.

"Vallant—move not or you are surely lost!" Jimper piped in his ears.
He lay, sprawled, too tired even to lift his head.

"The Not-men," Jimper went on. "Oh, they are close, Vallant."



"How close?" Vallant groaned.
"Close . . . close."

"Have they seen me?"

"Not yet, I think—but if you stir—"

"I can't stay here . . ." With an effort, Vallant got to his hands and knees,
then rose, tottered on, slipping and falling. Above, Jimper danced on a
ledge, frantic with apprehension.

"It lies just ahead!" he shrilled. "The gateway to my land of Galliale; only a
little more, Vallant! A few scant paces . . ."

Ice chips flew from before Vallant's face. For a moment he stared, not
understanding—

"They have seen you, Vallant!" Jimper screamed. "They shoot; oh, for a
quiver of bolts . . . !"

Vallant turned. A hundred yards below, a party of four suited figures—men
or Niss—tramped upward. One raised the gun as a warning.

"Vallant—it is not far! Hasten!"

"It's no use," Vallant gasped. "You go ahead, Jimper. And I hope you find
home again, up there in the ice."

"Jimper will not desert you, Vallant! Come, rise and try again!"

Vallant made a choking sound that was half sob, half groan. He got to his
feet, lurched forward; ice smashed a foot away. The next shot knocked him
floundering into a drift of soft snow. He found his feet, struggled upward.
They were shooting to intimidate, not to kill, he told himself; they needed
information—and there was no escape . . .

There was a ridge ahead; Vallant paused, gathering strength. He lunged,
gained the top as a near-miss kicked a great furrow in the ice; then he was
sliding down the reverse slope. A dark opening showed ahead—a patch of
rock, ice-free, the mouth of a cave. He rose, ran toward it, fell, then
crawled . ..

It was dark suddenly; Vallant's helmet had frosted over. He groped his way
on, hearing the sharp ping! of expanding metal.

"This way!" Jimper's voice rang in his helmet. "We will yet win free,
Vallant!"

"Can't go ... farther . . ." Vallant gasped. He was down now, lying on his
face. There was a minute tugging at his arm. Through the frost melting
from his face plate, he saw Jimper's tiny finger, pulling frantically at his
sleeve. He got to his knees, stood, tottered on. A powerful wind seemed to
buffet at him. Wind—in this airless place . . .

Without warning, a gigantic bubble soundlessly burst; that was the



sensation that Vallant felt. For a moment he stood, his senses reeling;

then he shook his head, looked around at the cave walls. Through the water
trickling down over his helmet, he saw packed earth walls shored up by
spindly logs. Far ahead, light gleamed faintly—Jimper scampered out of
sight. . .

A terrific blow knocked him flat. He rolled, found himself on his back,
staring toward four dark figures, silhouetted against the luminous entrance
through which he had come a minute before.

"I will bring rescuers!" Jimper's voice shrilled in Vallant's helmet.

"Run!" Vallant choked. "Don't let . . . them get you, too . ..
Faintness overtook him . . .

"Do not despair, Vallant," Jimper's voice seemed faint, far away. "Jimper
will return . . ."

They stood over him, three Niss, grotesque and narrow-faced in their
helmets, and one human, a whiskery, small-eyed man. Their mouths worked
in @ conversation inaudible to Vallant. Then one Niss made a downward
motion with his hand; the man stepped forward, reached—

Suddenly, a wooden peg stood against the grey-green fabric of his ship
suit, upright in the center of his chest. A second magically appeared beside
it—and a third. The man toppled, clutching . . . Behind him a Niss crouched,
a flick of scarlet tongue visible against the gape of the white mouth—

A shaft stood abruptly in its throat. It fell backwards. Vallant raised his
head; a troop of tiny red and green clad figures stood, setting bolts and
loosing them. A Niss leaped, struck down two—then stumbled, fell, his thin
chest bristling. The last Niss turned, ran from sight.

"Vallant!" Jimper's voice piped. "We are saved!"
Vallant opened his mouth to answer and darkness closed in.
10

Vallant lay on his back, feeling the gentle breeze that moved against his
skin, scenting the perfumed aroma of green, growing things. Somewhere, a
bird trilled a melody. He opened his eyes, looked up at a deep blue sky in
which small white clouds sailed, row on row, like fairy yachts bound for
some unimaginable regatta. All around were small sounds like the peeping
of new-hatched chicks. He turned his head, saw a gay pavilion of red and
white striped silk supported by slim poles of polished black wood topped
with silver lance heads. Under it, around it, all across the vivid green of the
lawnlike meadow, thronged tiny manlike figures, gaudily dressed, the males
with caps and crossbows, or armed with foot-long swords, their mates in
gossamer and the sparkle of tiny gems.

At the center of the gathering, in a chair like a doll's, a corpulent elf lolled
in the shadow of the pavilion. He jumped as he saw Vallant's eyes upon
him. He pointed, peeping excitedly in a strange, rapid tongue. A splendidly
dressed warrior walked boldly toward Vallant, planted himself by his



outflung hand, recited a speech.

"Sorry, Robin Goodfellow," Vallant said weakly. "I don't understand. Where's
Jimper?"

The little creature before him looked about, shouted. A bedraggled fellow in
muddy brown came up between two armed warriors.

"Alas, Vallant," he piped. "All is not well in my land of Galliale."

"Jimper—you look a bit on the unhappy side, considering you brought off
your miracle right on schedule . . ."

"Something's awry, Vallant. There sits my King, Tweeple the Eater of One
Hundred Tarts—and he knows not his Ambassador, Jimper!"

"Doesn't know you . . . ?" Vallant repeated.

"Jason warned me it would be so," Jimper wailed. "Yet I scarce believed
him. None here knows faithful Jimper . . ."

"Are you sure you found the right town? Maybe since you left—"

"Does Jimper not know the place where he was born, where he lived while
forty Great Suns came and went?" The manikin took out a three-inch square
of yellow cloth, mopped his forehead. "No, Vallant; this is my land—but it
lies in the grip of strange enchantments. True, at my call the King sent
warriors who guard the cave to kill the Not-men—the Evil Giants—but they
would have killed you, too, Vallant, had I not pleaded your helpless state,
and swore you came as a friend. We Spril-Folk have ever feared the memory
of the Evil Giants."

"Kill me?" Vallant started to laugh, then remembered the shafts bristling in
the bodies of the Niss. "I've come too far to get myself killed now."

"Near you were to a longer journey still, Vallant. I know not how long the
king will stay his hand."

"Where are we, Jimper? How did we get here?"

"The king's men dragged you here on a mat of reeds."

"But—how did we get out of the cave . . . ?"

"Through the Portal, Vallant—as I said, yet you would not believe!"

"I'm converted," Vallant said. "I'm here—wherever here is. But I seem to
remember a job of world-saving I was supposed to do."

Jimper looked stricken. "Alas, Vallant! King Tweeple knows naught of these
great matters! It was he whom Jason told of the Great Affairs beyond the
Portal, and the part the Folk must play."

"So I'm out of a job?" Vallant lay for a moment, feeling the throb in his
head, the ache that spread all through his shoulders and back.

"Maybe I'm dreaming," he said aloud. He made a move to sit up—



"No, Vallant! Move not, on your life!" Jimper shouted. "The King's archers
stand with drawn bows if you should rise to threaten them!"

Vallant turned his head; a phalanx of tiny bowmen stood, arrows aimed, a
bristling wall of foot-tall killers. Far away, beyond the green meadow, the
clustered walls and towers of a miniature city clung to a hillside.

"Didn't you tell the King that I came to help him?"

"I pledged my life on it, Vallant—but he names me stranger. At last he
agreed that so long as you lay sorely hurt, no harm could come to you—but
take care! The King need but say the word, and you are lost, Vallant!"

"I can't lie here forever, Jimper. What if it rains?"

"They prepare a pavilion for you, Vallant—but first must we prove your
friendship."

Jimper mopped his face again. Vallant stared up at the sky.

"How badly am I hurt?" Vallant moved slightly, testing his muscles. "I don't
even remember being hit."

"A near-miss, meant to warn you, Vallant—but great stone chips are buried
in your flesh. The King's surgeons could remove them—if he would so
instruct them. Patience now, Vallant; I will treat with him again."

Vallant nodded, watched as Jimper, flanked by his guards, marched back to
stand before the pudgy ruler. More piping talk ensued. Then Jimper
returned, this time with two companions in crumpled conical hats.

"These are the Royal Surgeons, Vallant," he called. "They will remove the
flints from your back. You have the royal leave to turn over—but take care;
do not alarm them with sudden movements."

Vallant complied, groaning; he felt a touch, twisted his head to see a
two-foot ladder lean against his side. A small face came into view at the
top, apprehensive under a pointed hat. Vallant made what he hoped was an
encouraging smile.

"Good morning, doctor," he said. "I guess you feel like a sailor getting
ready to skin a whale . . ." Then he fainted.

Vallant sat on a rough log bench, staring across the four-foot stockade
behind which he had been fenced for three weeks now—as closely as he
could estimate time, in a land where the sun stood overhead while he
slept, wakened, and slept again. Now it was behind the tops of the
towering poplar-like trees, and long shadows lay across the lawns under a
sky of green and violet and flame. A mile away, lights glittered from a
thousand tiny windows in the toy city of Galliale.

"If I could but convince the King," Jimper piped dolefully, a woebegone
expression on his pinched features. "But fearful is the heart of Tweeple; not
like the warrior kings of old, who slew the Evil Giants and freed the Fair
Land of Galliale."



"These Evil Giants—were they the Niss?"

"Well might it be, Vallant. The legends tell that they were ugly as trolls
and evil beyond the imagining of man or Spril. Ah, but those were brave
days, when the Great Giants had fallen and only the Folk fought on."

"Jimper, do you suppose there's any truth in these legends of yours?"

The tiny Manikin stared. "Truth? True they be as carven stone, Vallant! True
as the bolt sped from my bow! Look there!" He pointed to a gaunt stone
structure rising from a twilit hill beyond the forest to the east.

"Is that a dream? But look at the stones of it! Plain it is that giants raised
it once, long and long ago."

"What is it?"

"The Tower of the Forgotten; the legend tells that in it lies a treasure so
precious that for it a king would give his crown; but the Thing of Fear, the
Scaled One, the Dread Haik set to guard it by the Evil Giants, wards it well,
pent in the walls."

"Oh, a dragon, too. I must say you have a completely equipped mythology,
Jimper. What about these Great Giants—I take it they were friendly with
the Spril?"

"Great were the Illimpi, Vallant, and proud were the Spril to serve them.
But now they are dead, vanished all away; and yet, some say they live on,
in their distant place, closed away from their faithful Folk by spells of
magic, and the Scaled Haik of the Niss."

"Jimper—you don't believe in magic?"

"Do I not? Have I not seen the Cave of No Return with my own eyes—and
worse, passed through it?"

"That's the tunnel we came in by, Jimper. You went through it with your
friend Jason on the way out—and now you've returned."”

"Ah, have I indeed, Vallant? True it is I passed through the Cave—and only
my sworn fealty to my King forced me to it—but have I returned in truth?
Who is there who welcomes my return?"

"I admit that's a puzzler . ..

"Tales have I heard of others, long ago, who came from the Cave, strangers
to the Tribe of Spril—and yet of our blood and customs. Always they talked
of events unknown, and swore they had but ventured out into the Blue
Ice—and now I am of their number; the stranger in his own land, whom no
one knows."

Vallant rose, looking across toward the city. A long procession of torch
bearers was filing from the city gates, winding across the dark plain toward
Vallant's stockade. "It looks as though we have visitors coming, Jimper."

"Woe, Vallant! This means the King has decided your fate! Well has he



wined this night—and drink was never known to temper the mercy of the
King!"

"Jimper, if they're coming here to fill me full of arrows, I'm leaving!"

"Wait, Vallant. The captain of the guard is a decent fellow; I'll go to meet
them. If they mean you ill, I'll . . . I'll snatch a torch and wave it thus . . ."
He made circular motions above his head.

Vallant nodded. "OK, partner—but don't get yourself in trouble."

Half an hour later, the cavalcade halted before Vallant, Jimper striding
beside the breast-plated captain. He ran forward.

"Mixed news, Vallant. This is the judgment of the King:—that you shall
stand before him in his Hall, and show proof that you are friend to the
Spril-Folk; and if you fail