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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

 

Lisa Herbert walked back to a spot in the center of speaking platform at the front of the Mountain View Community Building. She smiled to the Mayor of Springdale as he returned to his seat. “Thank you for that report. I believe the next item is my report on the Fairfield Medical School.

“My report is that everything is ready for the first group of students. Obviously, it’s going to be pretty informal at first. Midwives and other healers from a few worlds will take turns teaching. They’ve agreed on a simple series of tests at the end of the school term.

“At last count, I think there’s going to be all of six students. Since the school is being run informally, if you know a young person who’s interested, speak to me after the meeting. There will be time to add new students up to the day the term begins.”

Lisa looked at the faces of the mostly male crowd sitting inside the building. The idea of a medical school was the first idea that every single one of the Mayors on all the worlds Lisa had visited could agree on. Even those who she didn’t always get along with understood the need for more people to learn how to help the sick. Everyone was aware that important knowledge had been lost during the Savage Rain, and that such knowledge needed to be rediscovered.

The Mayors nodded to each other, or smiled to Lisa, once she finished speaking. Everyone agrees on that, she mused. Now to something they don’t.

“Are there any questions about the school? No? Okay, then. I guess I have the next report, too. Some of you have been asking if we need to start minting coins, and establish some sort of system of money or coinage.

“Right now we rely on bartering for goods and services. The question is, do we have a problem of buyers and sellers not agreeing on the values of goods and services? I know some of you have concerns. I know you have specific incidents to back up your concerns.

“Here’s the difficulty, if I’ve done my research correctly. It seems that the money has to have some value on its own. Gold and silver are the most common minerals used for coins. But how much does a gold coin buy? How much does a silver coin buy? Gold seems to have been more valuable than silver. How many silver coins equals one gold coin?

“Right now, sack of grain will get you more in trade in a town without much grain, and less in a town where there’s more grain than people can use. Under a system of money, that sack of grain ought to cost the same in every town, and on every planet.”

One of the Mayors, a man from the planet of White Rocks, put up his right hand. Lisa decided to address his point before he made it. Some people always have to correct you every chance they get, she thought.

“I know what you’re going to say, Mayor. Yes, it would be true that when something is scarce, the price goes up. What I’m getting at is the question of what gold and silver are worth, in terms of money. It isn’t just the question of how much a sack of grain is worth. It is, should a sack of grain cost the same amount of coins as a hammer? How much is the labor of a teacher worth, compared to a farmer?

“For that matter, how much gold and silver is available to make coins? From what I understand, there must be a large number of coins available to make a system of money work. If there aren’t enough coins, people either won’t be able to buy things, or they’ll continue to barter.”

Lisa shrugged. “I guess that’s the big problem here, everyone. If we need a system of money, we need to know, among other things, how much gold and silver there is. We then have to agree on the size of coins, and how much a coin is worth.”

“In other words,” the new Mayor of Mountain View said, “we need to know a lot before we go jumping into this money thing.”

“More or less, yes.”

The Mayor from the town on White Rocks who almost spoke brought up his hand again. “Would it help if we found some of those things out?”

Lisa nodded to him. “Yes, it would. I mean, other than your world, is there anywhere else where there’s gold and silver? I mean, I’m sure there is, but were there mines, back when? Do we have to dig new mines?

“To those of you who think we need a system of money, that’s one thing you can do. Another is research your records on your own planets. Search your libraries for anything on money. I know that not all of you have libraries that survived. I know that not all of you have books on every subject. But do what you can with what you have.”

“You’re not going to do that, Lisa?” one of the other Mayors asked.

She smiled and shook her head. “This time, I’m going to stay away from research. I have my own work to do, without adding more. Besides, I don’t have a view on this matter. I really can see both sides. I need to be convinced, as much as any of you who are skeptical of the idea. If I find something helpful to the discussion, of course I’ll bring it up at our autumn gathering. But for now, I want those of you who think we need to start using money to make your own case for your idea.”

She let out a breath. “That’s pretty much what I wanted to say. Do any of you have anything productive to add to my report? No stating your reasons for or against. Anyone?

“All right. Those of you who support the idea, get with me after the meeting, and give me an informal report on what you’ll do. If you can assemble your case before the autumn Mayors meeting, great. If not, you can bring it up a year from now. Is that acceptable?”

The Mayors in question nodded their heads. Lisa noticed that a few were more happy to agree to her suggestion than others were. You won’t get your way unless you convince us, so make your best case, and deal with it. You’d think those men were divinely chosen to be Mayor of their town, they way they act on this issue. They ought to know better.

Well, if everyone knew better, we wouldn’t be dealing with the effects of the Savage Rain generations later, would we?

Lisa bowed her head. “Thank you. I think we should table this discussion until the autumn. Any opposition to that? Good. I don’t think we have any other issues to be brought up, so I think it’s time all of you tell the rest of us what’s going on in your hometowns. Who wants to to be the first to speak?”

***

The meeting took the rest of that morning. The chats with various Mayors about the money issue and other matters occupied Lisa for the rest of that day, and the one after that. Then Lisa had to talk to her business partner Ned about their trading business. It wasn’t until that evening that Lisa was able to meet with her friends Night Hawk, Josie, and Davis, and talk about what she was really looking forward to, now that winter was over.

“Let’s take a look at the map,” she said to them, once the dinner plates were cleared off her table. “Last year we didn’t get to the other world connected to Amiens.”

“Sumpter, you mean?” Davis asked.

“That’s right. Now, according to this, Sumpter is connected to five other worlds. In one direction is a world called Salmon. I know it looks like it should be ‘sal-mun,’ but the dictionary here says it’s pronounced ‘sammun.’ Anyway, that world is connected to two others, Monrovia and Cumberland. In the other direction, Sumpter is connected to Pima. Sumpter is also connected to a world called Cascadia, but so is Pima.”

“What’s your thinking?” Josie asked.

“Night Hawk, what do you think of that world, Salmon?”

Night Hawk shook his head. “Nothing.”

“One of those worlds is where your tribe came from. I wonder if it might be Salmon?”

“Why would you think that?”

“Well, the dictionary says that a salmon is a fish. All the names of all the other worlds are place names, or are meant to sound like place names.”

Davis nodded his head. He pointed at the map. “Salmon is the exception. Maybe there’s a reason for that?”

Lisa nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking.” She turned to Night Hawk. “What do you think?”

He didn’t say anything for a moment. Like his older brother, Night Hawk tended not to let his emotions show right away. Unlike his older brother, though, his positive emotions would show on his face soon enough. His head bobbed, then tilted to the right. “I suppose it makes sense, Lisa.”

“You don’t sound excited.”

“I will be excited if it comes true.”

“Fair enough. Okay, then. I feel we should start with Sumpter, then Salmon, then the two worlds connected to Salmon. Then we can go to Pima, and then, if we have the time before autumn comes, Cascadia.”

“What about going right for Cascadia?” Josie asked. “According to the map, it’s connected to Earth.”

Lisa took in a deep breath, then let it out. “First, just because it was on the map that I copied this map from, that doesn’t mean it’s true. The other map could mean that traveling past Cascadia will eventually lead to Earth.”

“Why put that on a map? Why not say that Cascadia is connected to Earth?”

“I don’t know, Josie. Maybe the other map was just for the worlds around Amiens. Maybe whoever made the map didn’t want people who saw it to know where the gate on Cascadia really went. Maybe the other map was part of a bigger map, and you were supposed to look at the next map to find out the truth.”

“I don’t believe any of those reasons, Lisa.”

“I know the subject of Earth is tough for all of us.”

Earth was the planet where the ancestors of everyone they knew had come from. It was the planet where their personal names, the names of their towns, and the names of their worlds originated from. The name “Earth” was, Lisa realized, like a pull from the town where you grew up in.

Yet it was also a name shrouded in mystery. Where was Earth, in relation to all the other worlds people had settled? Why didn’t they help when the Savage Rain broke out? Why hadn’t anyone come from Earth to any of their planets in the decades since? Why had they been cut off from their the world their ancestors all came from?

The pull on her friends was the hardest for Lisa to deal with. Josie wanted to find Earth and demand answers. Her people had been victims of raids and attacks for generations. The women of Queen’s Home had to become lords over men to protect themselves. Josie had grown up on that world. She had thought life was the same on every world as it was on her own.

Since meeting Lisa and joining in her travels, Josie had become accustomed to the fact that her world was the exception, not the rule. She accepted the notion that men could be good and trustworthy. She believed as Lisa did that commerce and cooperation would prevent what happened on Queen’s Home from happening elsewhere. Lisa had given her hope for something better.

But that hope was tinged with anger. Josie believed that someone could have stopped the attacks on Queen’s Home by the men of Barbaree. To her, the most logical someones were on Earth. At first, she joined Lisa strictly because one of men who protected Lisa had fallen in love with Josie’s best friend. Josie didn’t want to be a bother to her friend, and she felt some duty to fill the vacancy his departure had created. Over the last year or two the need for answers grew in Josie’s mind. She traveled with Lisa to new worlds to get those answers.

Davis, on the other hand, was more interested in the answer to a single question: what did Earth have that might make life better on the worlds damaged by the Savage Rain? He wanted those who enforced the law to have better weapons than those who broke the law. He wanted people to stop dying of modest injuries and simple diseases. If Earth had those things, he wanted to make deals for them. If Earth didn’t have them, Earth didn’t matter to him. The past was the past; only the present and the future mattered.

Then there was Night Hawk, and Lisa herself. She wanted answers, and help, but above all she just wanted to know what was going on. Earth was a mystery to solve; she’d deal with the resolution when it came. As for Night Hawk, he was content to follow Lisa’s lead. He was there to help and protect his brother’s good friend, Lisa Red-hair. Questions about Earth, its past, present, or future, just didn’t interest him.

“I know how we all feel about Earth,” Lisa said after a long pause. “Let’s put those feelings aside. As a practical matter, Sumpter has to come next. I think the prospect of Salmon being home to others like Night Hawk is strong enough to make that next the list of worlds to visit this year. Since Monrovia and Cumberland are connected to Salmon, why not visit those, too?

“Once that’s taken care of, we’ll deal with Pima. Once Pima is scouted and we’ve dealt with whoever is there, and if there’s good summer weather left, Night Hawk will scout Cascadia. If there’s still time after than, then we go to Cascadia.”

“Then Earth?” Josie asked.

“We find out if the people of Cascadia know anything about Earth. I’d like to make sure that the Cascadia gate actually goes to Earth. I’d also like to talk to a few people before we even send Night Hawk on a scout.”

“Why?”

“People think Earth abandoned us,” Davis said. “What if Earth didn’t abandon us? What if the Savage Rain got them as bad as Queen’s Home, or worse?”

“So what?”

“How do you think people might react if they found out no help was coming from Earth? What if Earth needs our help more than they can help us?”

Josie frowned, shook her head, narrowed her eyes, then leaned back in her chair.

“Think about that, Josie,” Lisa said. “It’s as likely as anything else we’ve ever talked about.”

“You never said anything until now.”

“It was never worth talking about, until you got hold of the idea of going to Earth a little while ago. Now it’s worth thinking about. We’ll have to talk it over, before we make any decisions about going or not going. People have to be ready for these sorts of things. You, of the four of us, ought to know that the most.”

Josie sniffed. “Yeah, I know.”

“Good. Let’s put off that discussion for now. Let’s focus on the task ahead. Davis, you and Josie start seeing what we can assemble, in terms of a team, and in terms of goods. Night Hawk, you and I will head to Amiens. We’ll stop along the way, check on a few people. Then you’ll head out.”

“What will you do while I’m gone?” Night Hawk asked.

Lisa turned to Josie. “One of you two leave here so you can catch up with me on Amiens. I have many more places I’d like to go before we take another group to new worlds. I’d like one of you along while I make those visits.”

“I’ll catch up with you,” Josie said. “Davis is much better at details than I am.”

Davis smiled. “Thanks for the compliment. I think. When do you leave, Lisa?”

“If the weather is okay, the day after tomorrow. I want to help with some of the planning.” She looked at Josie and Night Hawk. “Does that sound all right? Good. Enough business. I’ve had a few days of nothing but business. Hell, a week of business, maybe more. I need some silly gossip to take my mind off all that work. Who wants to go first?”

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

 

Night Hawk stepped through the gate and onto the planet of Sumpter as quickly as he could. Although it was night, there was always the chance that the gate would be located close to a town. Experience taught him that this usually wasn’t the case. Experience also taught him not to take anything for granted.

He stepped off the gate platform and looked around. There was a town close to the gate, but hardly next to it. A wilderness that could shelter him was closer. He dashed for the trees and bushes.

Once he’d reached the tree-line, he looked up at the night sky. The stars were always there, but the patterns were never the same. He’d gotten used to that fact a year ago. What troubled him was that he never had time to figure out new patterns.

He wondered from time to time if he ought to do some of his scouting at night. His people learned at an early age to navigate by starlight. It wasn’t hard to remain unseen while traveling at night.

The stars were part of the problem with that idea. If you knew the patterns, you would know north, south, east, and west. Without those patterns you’d have to follow roads, but you might not always know in which direction a road went. Knowing those directions was part of what Lisa expected from him.

The other problem with traveling at night on a strange world was that you wouldn’t know what you might encounter. There were the obvious dangers, such as cuts or creeks that were hard to see in the dark, or not being able to see how close or how far your path was from any road you were following. It wasn’t until he’d traveled on Glades during the day with Lisa’s group that he saw an additional danger: wildlife.

The ancestors of the people who had settled the various worlds didn’t always bring only livestock along. Some had brought other creatures, like the deer that roamed the mountains on White Rocks. A few brought predators, either to hunt, or to help keep down the population of wild animals that the people didn’t care to look out for on their own. Encountering such a predator at night, without being able to see what exactly you had to face, was foolish.

So it was that, once again, Night Hawk searched for a tall tree, climbed it, and slept until sunrise, when he could begin his work.

Daylight revealed that the town near the gate was similar to many towns he had been to over the years. There were houses, longer buildings were men worked, and one large building near the center of the town. Farms with fields or pastures sat in the direction opposite the one he’d taken from the gate.

Several roads led away from the town: one went north, one went northeast, one led east, one led southeast, and one ran the south. Night Hawk chose to head south. Going south revealed sights he’d never seen before. At regular intervals, on both sides of the road, there were marshes behind a few houses. The grass in these marshes were about the same height, as if the marshes were groomed by men. there were no weeds or other marsh plants is those groomed marshes.

Half a day of travel led to a town sitting close to a large ocean. A few wooden things he knew as “piers” stuck into the sea on that side of the town. Two boats were tied up; the rest of the piers seemed to have empty spots. Since there was nothing else remarkable, he headed back to the town at the gate.

The next day he headed along the north road. He reached another town after half a day’s journey. This town was much like the town at the gate, only smaller. The north road continued through it, then turned northwest. As he followed that road, a line of mountains came into view. Towards sunset he reached another town. This town was like the others, except that it was set between two tall hills.

It took him all of the following day to reach the gate town. The day after he went along the southeast road. This road was bounded by the same neat marshes as the south road was, and led to another coastal town. He returned to the gate town that afternoon. His trip east was similar; the one northeast was the same, but it took a day to reach the coastal town at the end of that road.

Night Hawk was happy to have finished his scout because his supply of food was running low. He waited for Lisa to open the gate that night. He dashed to the gate. He followed her to the inn at the gate town on Amiens. The next morning he told Lisa all that he had seen.

That afternoon was spent stocking up on supplies. That night they returned to the Amiens gate. This time Lisa had to turn on the gate on Sumpter so Night Hawk could proceed to Salmon. No one noticed them, but he was glad Lisa took the precaution of showing him how to operate the gate.

Once on Salmon, the only thing Night Hawk could gather in the dark was that the gate had been placed in a valley among tall mountains. He couldn’t see signs of settlement, but he could see the tree-line. He camped and slept until dawn.

The morning light revealed a sight that made his heart leap in his chest. Several dozen tipis sat at the far end of the valley! So, Lisa was right. We did come from this world.

Night Hawk’s first thought was to approach the village. Were the ancestors of these people the ancestors of his own? Would they want to know that their brothers had survived the Savage Rain? Would they want to hear the story of their trek to White Rocks, their hard life there, and Lisa’s finding them a world of their own? Would they want to know about their other brothers, who had their own home on Shoshone?

Reflection stopped him from leaving his spot. No doubt these people might welcome him, assuming they recognized that he was like them. But they would also want to know how he’d come to their world. They might be frightened that the gate was active again. That fear might make it hard for Lisa to talk to them, or to go to the other worlds that could be reached from this one.

He would have to watch from his hiding place.

He wondered if he ought to scout out the rest of this world. The legend of his people was that they had come from a world of several tribes like them. It might be helpful to know if the legend was true, and where those other people were living. The difficulty with that, he noted, was that there were no roads leading away from the settlement in the valley. Without knowing the paths, or which passes to take, he could spend days trying to find the nearest settlement.

He remained where he was.

He saw several men head out of the valley, between the settlement and where he was camped. The men carried bows; he guessed they were a hunting party. In the village women tanned skins and gathered vegetables while watching their children. It seemed like an ordinary day back on White Rocks. The men returned in the afternoon with deer that was familiar to him, and game that resembled sheep. There was an evening meal, a dance at sunset, then everyone entered their tipis for the night.

Night Hawk knew there was little point in remaining on Salmon. He made his way to the gate. He turned it on, and chose to head to the world called Cumberland. Once again he walked onto a world where there was a town some distance from the gate. He found a place to camp for the night.

In the morning he observed a town much like the others he’d come across. The town was in a valley of sorts, bounded by three hills. The gate was at one end of the valley, and the town at other, much like the settlement he saw on Salmon. However, this town took up about half the valley, with its homes, farms, and business structures.

Four roads led away from the town. There was one that went east, one went west, one headed southeast, and the last headed southwest. Night Hawk chose to travel west. That road ended in the middle of the day at another town, smaller than the first. There were farms a short distance from each town, with a long stretch of wilderness between them. Two roads led away from that town, one southwest and the other southeast.

He decided to head southeast. He wasn’t going to have the time or the supplies to explore every part of the settled land around the gate. It seemed reasonable to guess that the road southeast led to the same town that was connected to the first town by the southwest road.

He followed the road. Once again, a few farms bordered the road for a ways, then the road was bordered by wilderness. Towards the end of the day he came to a third town. There were no farms close to that town along the road; there was wilderness, then around a bend, houses. The town itself was no different than any other he’d seen or been through. A short distance beyond the town was a remarkable sight.

The town sat along a river. This river was like nothing he’d ever seen before. It was wide, as wide as the largest town he’d ever been to. The water was brown in color, but also reflected some of the blue of the sky. Trees reached the bank of the river across from the town. A closer look revealed that trees edged close on both sides. There was no current visible on the surface of the water, but he could hear the sound of the water flowing.

No piers stuck out from the town into the river, though there was one building between the town and the riverside. It was as tall as any community building, but longer and wider. The building had no windows but did have three doors facing the town. One door looked no different from any other, but the other two doors were tall and much wider the one door.

Night Hawk found a place to hide and camp for the night. The following morning, as he was preparing to head back to the gate town, he saw something on the river. It was a boat, but it didn’t resemble the fishing boats he’d seen elsewhere. There was no little cabin on the boat. One man stood in the center, rowing the boat. In front and behind him were sacks.

On the way back to the gate town he decided that the boats had to be carrying goods, like a wagon did. That told him that other towns must lie along that big river. That meant that the people of this world used boats and wagons to trade with each other.

He got back to the gate town, made camp, and waited for night to fall. It was the middle of the night went he returned to the gate. He turned it on and returned to Salmon. Making certain that no one was awake in the settlement, he set the destination to the other world connected to this one.

He arrived on that world at night, as he expected. He saw the vague outline of a town in the distance. This time, the wilderness he needed for cover was close to the gate. He found a quiet spot and fell asleep.

Morning on this new world revealed another town. This town, though, was small, like one of the towns away from the gate that he had seen on Cumberland and Sumpter. Between the town and the gate were fields of grain. On the other side of town was a pasture with a few dozen pigs. There was the outline of an ancient road leading away from the town, but no actual road. The settlement was in the midst of hills. Some of the wood had been cleared from one of the hills, but the rest of the surrounding area was still wilderness.

The appearance of the place seemed strange to Night Hawk. On the one hand, the town appeared to be like those on Greenwich, barely hanging on after years of decline due to the Rain. On the other hand, this was the town at the gate. It ought to be at the center of things on this world. Even on Greenwich, the gate town was the biggest and most prosperous on the planet.

It could be that the town had suffered during the Rain. If that was so, the people ought to have moved away from the gate. True, there was a hundred paces or more of space between the gate and the fields. But the town had no walls, and didn’t look like it had been moved, although some houses did look new.

Night Hawk chose to edge around the town and follow the ancient road. Some distance past the town, he had to actually get onto the old track in order to keep to it. It wound around one hill, between a few others, then stopped at river about ten to twenty paces wide. There was no bridge across it.

Night Hawk forded the river as best as he could. The water was about knee-high, and the current was sluggish. He found that any trace of the road on the other side of the river was gone. He pushed through trees and brush for about as many paces as the river was wide. Then he emerged from the wilderness and onto a grassy plain.

To him, this was no ordinary plain. For one thing, he could see more hills in the distance. For another, the grass was bright green, not the dull green and brown shades of prairie grass he’d seen on Lone Star and Shoshone. The grass spread out to the right and the left of him as far as he could see.

He looked back at the path he’d made. He had pushed through bushes, but also young trees. That suggested that the woodland was growing out from the river towards the hills. That was something he was familiar with, but it came when trees were cut down. There were no stumps anywhere among the grass.

Without a road, and with no other signs of human life beyond the river, he turned back. He reached the gate town just before sunset. That night he returned to Salmon, then Sumpter, then Amiens. He chose to rest before reporting to Lisa.

***

Night Hawk let out a breath. Retelling what he’d seen left him winded. He was also thirsty. He looked at Lisa. “If that’s all, could I have some water?”

“Sure. Drink up.”

He drank a third of his glass while the others talked.

Lisa turned to Davis, then to Josie. “What do you think?”

Davis nodded his head. “It sounds like your guess about Salmon was right. It also sounds like Sumpter and Cumberland are doing okay. Monrovia, though.” He shook his head. “That’s a puzzle.”

“Do you think that’s how the people who first moved there wanted their world to be like?” Josie asked Lisa.

Lisa shook her head. “I doubt it. I’ve heard about forest fires on Big Springs, Meade, and elsewhere. It almost sounds like that’s what happened there.”

“But fire that large?” Night Hawk asked. “The grass seemed to go on for miles.”

“I know. That doesn’t make sense. Nor does it make sense that there’s no other towns on that world. You’d think there would be other roads leading away from there.”

“You didn’t see even traces of other roads leading from the Monrovia gate?” Davis asked Night Hawk.

He shook his head as he put down the glass of water again. “None.”

“It’s possible that, on Monrovia, the towns were placed in one direction away from the gate town,” Lisa said. “If the map is right, Monrovia might have been one of the first worlds that people from Earth moved to. Maybe that the was first plan for settling worlds, but people didn’t like it, so they changed to the way we know now.”

Davis shrugged. “I suppose. Maybe the folks who settled that world wanted it laid out that way. Still doesn’t explain what happened.”

“No, it doesn’t. If we’re successful on the worlds leading there, we’ll ask the people we meet what happened.”

“When are we heading out?” Night Hawk asked Lisa.

“One more week. I have work here on Fairfield to get to, and we’ll need a few more things for the trip. I’d like you to tell the team what you saw.”

“I’ll need more water, first.”

Josie smiled. “Is that a joke?” She turned to Lisa. “I thought you said he was Little Wolf’s brother.”

Night Hawk started at her before saying, “I am his brother. That doesn’t mean we’re the same person.”

“You had me fooled there for a moment, kid.”

“I am not a kid.”

“And there’s the family resemblance again.”

Lisa turned to Davis. “Sometimes I wonder if all my friends should know each other.”

Davis waved at Josie, then at Night Hawk. “Forgive ‘em, Lisa. Neither one of them is completely house-broken.”

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

 

Lisa took a breath, then put a smile on her face. She wanted to appear friendly to the men approaching her. No, I don’t want to appear friendly, she reminded herself. I want to be friendly.

She had always tried to be friendly on every new world she went to. She was honest and open about who she was and what her intentions were. She learned from experience that not everyone would trust her, simply because she was a young woman. They feared strangers coming through the hyperspace gates. She’d always had some idea of what she might be up against, which was why she always smiled when she approached a new town on a new world.

That she had friends with her to protect her was another reason for her smile. Several people had warned her about the dangers of going out alone. She had time to think about their advice. She saw that her first year out, when she was a teenager, luck played a role in her efforts. It wasn’t as important as kindness or honesty, but it was there all the same. Those warnings were why she had a team behind her.

The members of her team were armed. Now there was a mix of young men and women, unlike that first year with a team. But they were armed, and people seeing them might make the wrong assumption. She had to smile and be friendly. She had to assure these men in front of her, like others she’d faced the past few years, that her group had only the best of intentions.

The men approaching her were ordinary in their clothes. Their weapons consisted of spears and knives. All that was remarkable about them was that there were black faces among the white.

Her group was still close to the gate when the locals approached. She’d decided that one way to show that they didn’t mean to harm anyone was to appear through the gate, and wait to be seen. Sometimes they had to wait a while. After they came through the gate and onto Sumpter, they were waiting for almost a quarter of an hour before the locals came near them. She hoped that the wait had given them time to bring someone in charge with them.

One of the men stepped a pace in front of the rest. He was stocky man with sandy hair. He looked at Lisa. “Where y’all from?”

“My name is Lisa Herbert. My friends and I come from several worlds.”

“Not from Cascadia?” 

“No. The opposite direction, in fact.”

“What do you want?”

“To help you.”

“Help us? How?”

“Maybe some of the worlds we come from have goods you need. Maybe we have knowledge that might help you. You notice our bows and crossbows?”

“Yeah?”

“If you’re having trouble with outlaws, or with folks from Cascadia, maybe we can help you deal with them.”

“Kill ‘em, you mean?”

“I prefer to start with a show of force, before trying to hurt anyone.”

“I see. You’d give us weapons, then?”

“If you had a need for them, and if we couldn’t be here to protect you. When’s the last time you had trouble with people from Cascadia?”

“My grandpappy’s time. But we’re always looking out for them.”

So far the man she’d been speaking to didn’t seem hostile to Lisa or her group. The men around him were still, but not tense, like they would be if they were getting ready for a fight. It seemed to Lisa that waiting, talking, and not being from Cascadia was putting these men at ease.

Maybe a little engagement will lead to more progress. And I know just the question to ask. “May I ask what happened?”

“Well, from what was was told, when things went all to Hell, men from Cascadia started coming here, taking out livestock and our children, especially the girls. They kept coming for years and years. Then, when grandpappy was about your age, or so he said, the raiding stopped.”

“Really? That’s interesting.”

“You don’t believe me, young lady?”

Lisa shook her head. “No, I do.” She waved at her group. “You see these women?”

“Yeah?”

“They had to learn to fight because their home world was raided, just like this one was, way back when. But the men who raided their world didn’t stop until we stopped them.”

“So?”

“So, unless someone from here, or someone from another world, defeated them and stopped their raids for good, the only reason I can think of for the raids on your world stopping is that whoever knew how to operate their gate died before he could pass on what he knew.”

The man stood a bit straighter, then nodded. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“By the way, I gave you my name. What’s yours?”

“Jimmy Caldwell. I’m the Mayor of Waltersboro.”

“Is this town Waltersboro?”

“It is.”

“Pleased to meet you.” Lisa stuck out her right hand.

“I think I’ll hold off on shaking for now, young lady.”

“Fair enough.” Lisa dropped her arm. “If you’d like to look at the sample goods we brought with us, you’re more than welcome.”

“All right.”

Caldwell looked at a few of the men around him. He and three others followed Lisa to the pack horses her group had brought through the gate. The local men didn’t say much while Lisa let them see the sacks of goods and foods. She was happy to let them taste the vegetables, fruits, and smoked meats. She noticed that Caldwell and one other man seemed impressed with the quality of the garden tools her group had with them.

“You’ve got quite a lot to offer, young lady,” Caldwell said to her at last. “You think maybe your offer’s a bit too good?”

“I can see why you’d think that, Mayor,” she replied. “If you’d like, I can let someone from your town come back through the gate with us. We’ll take them to visit other worlds. They’ll be free to ask questions. Once they’re satisfied, we’ll bring them back, and let them tell you what they saw. You can make up your mind then.”

“You thinking of anyone in particular? Maybe me?”

“No, unless you think everyone will be fine while you’re gone. The last world that accepted that offer sent a young man with us. A smart young man, willing to look and learn. As long as he’s the sort not to tell lies, of course.”

Finally Caldwell echoed her smile. “Naturally.”

“Do you know someone like that?”

“I surely do.” He turned to one of the men. “Go fetch your son Luke.”

The man nodded and dashed off. Lisa followed Caldwell as he and the other two men walked back to their group.

“What if you don’t got anything we need?” Caldwell asked her.

“Maybe you have something we need, or could use.”

“What if we got nothing you want?”

“Then I hope we can be good neighbors, if nothing else. Your gate leads to three other worlds, aside from Cascadia. We’d like to see if we can help the people on those worlds.”

“I suppose that wouldn’t be so bad, as long as you don’t bother anyone.”

“We won’t. There are other towns on this world, yes?”

“Yeah.”

“Would you be willing, if you believe what you hear from your young man, to let us go to those other towns? Would you be willing to tell them about us?”

“I guess, if you’re okay folk, I could send word. Oh, here he comes.”

Next to the man who had dashed off was a tall, muscular young man with dark hair. “You asked for me, Mayor?” Lisa was surprised at how high the young man’s voice was.

“Yes. Young lady, this is Luke Earl. Luke, this young lady is Miss Lisa Herbert. She says she’s from another world.”
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