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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

 

Lisa stepped off the hyperspace gate platform and onto the planet of Amiens. From one political meeting to another, she thought. The new story of my life.

She had been to Amiens and to one of its neighbors, Leipzig, a few times since defeating the Barbaree raiders the previous year. Both worlds had adapted to the raiders by building walls around their towns, abandoning a few settlements, and working together. Since the danger of raids had been removed, she had wanted them to agree to join the Compact. Her visits to both worlds since the spring had been to tell them about the Compact. She had encouraged them to travel and see how it was working.

She returned to both worlds early in the autumn to learn if they wanted to join or not. She had been on Leipzig the previous day. Their town leaders, the burgomasters, had told her they were willing to join, provided that their people expressed interest. Lisa was pleased with their statement. If they saw the benefits they’ll encourage their people to go along. But if the people aren’t supportive, there’s no reason to push them, for now.

She was on Amiens for much the same reason. Meeting her at the gate was Michel Gerard. His family were the designated English speakers for Amiens. Michel was Lisa’s translator whenever she came to this planet.

She liked him far more than she liked her translator on Leipzig. The young man there wasn’t even old enough to shave yet. Michel, on the other hand, was about her age, maybe a year younger. He was tall and dark-haired, with a strong face and an easy smile.

There was something more to him than just his good looks. He seemed willing to listen to her talk about her travels when she visited his world. His smiles were warm when he saw her. On her visits this year, she noticed him glancing at her, and not just at her face.

That last stood out for Lisa. She knew she had a pleasant face, but she didn’t believe that she had the most attractive figure. Her sister gained curves after she went through puberty; Lisa, not nearly so much. Her father told her that she looked more like her mother, while her sister looked more like the women in his family.

Because her sister was a year or so older than she, Lisa was painfully aware that she wasn’t the sister that caught the boys’ eyes. Her sister had boys falling over her almost since she became a woman. She had no trouble finding a young man willing to marry her. Boys back on Fairfield weren’t quite as interested in Lisa. At some point she realized that her leaving her home planet was in some small part due to becoming a teenager in the shadow of her sister.

Since leaving her life had been interesting, except when it came to romance. To some degree that was her own fault. She was more interested in rebuilding society than in finding a husband. She had met a nice young man on Cimarron, but her constant traveling ruined their relationship. She understood that she didn’t need a man to complete her; her life was fairly complete already. She also had plenty of friends, so she never felt alone for any length of time.

Lisa still felt that there was a hole in her life. She wanted someone to share her successes with. She wanted someone to comfort her when things went wrong. She wanted the intimacy that her married friends had.

This was why Michel’s smiles and glances caught her attention. He appeared to like her, and liked being around her. This was why she was happy to return to Amiens. She wanted some time to talk to him about his feelings for her.

That time was not the present moment, however. The Mayor of the town near the gate, Herbert Biday, had arranged for Lisa’s meeting with the other leaders to take place in the middle of the morning. That, she had been told, would allow them to arrive the day before; for Biday to sound them out; and for all of them to socialize during lunch, if the meeting went well. Lisa had no trouble agreeing to the plan.

“Good morning,” she said to Michel.

“A good morning to you,” he replied.

“Shall we go?”

“Follow me.”

She stepped off the gate platform. She went to his side, and remained there for the walk to the Limoges town hall.

“Is there anything Mayor Biday wished me to know before the meeting?”

“Oui. He says that there are some points in the Compact that you will need to make clear.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Anything else?”

“He believes that they are inclined to join, so long as your answers make sense to them.”

“Good.”

They walked in silence for a short distance.

“Michel, would you have time to talk to me, after the meeting?”

“Indeed. The Mayor wished me to do so.”

“Really? Why?”

“You shall see.”

Lisa decided to let the matter pass for the time being. She allowed Michel to open the door to the town hall for her. Just inside Mayor Biday was waiting for her. He shook her hand and said “Hello” in his heavily-accented English. He led them to the town hall meeting room. He introduced Lisa to each of the world’s Mayors; that allowed her to remember their names.

With her arrival, it was time for the meeting to start. Biday started the meeting with a formal introduction of everyone. Lisa observed that was for the benefit of the town clerk, who was taking notes of the meeting in the ancient town record book. Once the introductions were done, Biday opened the meeting to questions for Lisa.

One of the mayors raised his hand. “Who determines residency?” he asked, with Michel interpreting.

“Each town does, through their own law.”

A second Mayor raised his arm. “I have a question about this idea of innocent until proven guilty, as a form of trial. Is that how things are done on other worlds?”

“Yes, why?”

“That’s not quite our way. Our presumption is that a man would not be arrested if there is not substantial proof of his guilt. The town marshal must go to the Mayor with evidence. The Mayor judges the evidence, and if he determines it sufficient, the arrest is made. The suspect must prove in court that he is not guilty.”

“Have you had any abuses of that system?”

“No. The people have the right to recall the Mayor or the marshal if they have arrested too many innocent people, or have lost too many court cases.”

“A Mayor has to defend his decisions in council meetings, as well,” Biday added.

Lisa paused for a short moment. “So long as your trials are fair, your system shouldn’t be a problem. Fairness is what’s important.”

“What value is to be placed on trade goods?” a third Mayor asked.

“The buyer and the seller determine that.”

“What if there is no agreement.”

“No deal, I guess.”

“Would it be helpful to make an addition to the Compact, to make that matter more clear?”

Lisa took a longer moment to determine her answer. “I don’t believe so. For now we all rely on bartering for goods and services. It seems to me that, if the problem of buyers and sellers not agreeing on values becomes serious enough, we’d have to create some sort of money, like there was before the Savage Rain.

“I’ve done some reading up on that. It seems that the money itself has to have some value. It has to be backed by something, like gold or silver. It has to have the same level of value in every town, and on every planet.” She looked at the men in the room. They seemed to have been following her until her last remark.

“It’s like this. A sack of flour is worth more in a town without much flour, and less in a town where there’s more flour than what people need. But the trade tokens, or coins, or whatever they use to pay for that flour has to have the same value. Whatever I use here to buy goods has to allow me to buy goods on any other world.”

“I presume, then,” Biday said, “that creating such money would require all of us here, and our fellow leaders on other worlds, to agree to the value of that money.”

Lisa nodded. “I think there would also have to be agreement on who can make the actual money, the coins or the tokens, and what to do about those who make money without permission, and a dozen other things. Honestly, while I think we’ll have to consider that some day, I don’t believe we have to right now.”

Biday looked at the other Mayors. “Any more questions? No? Very well. Lisa, we are inclined to join the Compact.”

“Good.”

“I know I speak for my fellows when I ask, what of our neighbors on Leipzig?”

“The towns there are inclined to join, but wanted to know your sentiments before formally approving the Compact.”

“Just so we know, if we don’t join but they do, what happens?”

“You’ll have to take your chances with anyone who comes here to trade. The Compact assures certain behaviors. Take what happened earlier this year on the planet of Wright. In one of the towns there, a man was elected Mayor who promised to close down the bars, the taverns, to end crime in that town. He was a bar owner himself.”

“Did he close his own place?” Biday asked.

“No. He used his position to close down his rivals. He also used his position to arrest anyone who questioned his rule, and forced them to leave town.”

“I trust he was removed?”

“With the Compact in place, it was much easier for his opponents to persuade people to help them remove him. The Compact also made sure that he was legally punished for crimes, rather than just tossed out or killed.”

Biday glanced at the other Mayors again, then nodded to Lisa. “We have had little trouble in seeing the benefits of the Compact. For my part, I am pleased to hear that it is working. We shall go to our towns and ask our councils to vote to join the Compact.”

“Will your councils be inclined to vote for joining, or do I need to do more traveling?”

“We would not ask for a vote if the support was not there.”

“Good. I’ll leave for Leipzig tomorrow morning, and tell them of your decision.”

That brought the meeting to an end. Biday told everyone that they could go to his house for lunch. Everyone agreed to the offer. Biday approached Lisa.

“I want Michel to show you something,” he said through Michel. “Then you can join us.”

“Thank you.”

She turned to Michel. He led her to Biday’s office. He removed a piece of cloth from a desk drawer. “The Mayor tells me this has been kept in the town safe for many, many years,” he said.

“What is it?”

Michel unfolded the cloth to reveal a piece of paper. The paper was folded into quarters. He unfolded the paper.

 Lisa saw that it was a map. It appeared to be hand-drawn, since the lines weren’t perfectly straight and the lettering was in a sort-of curved script. A small circle in the center of the paper was marked “Amiens.” One line connected it to “Braunfel,” the world Lisa knew as Barbaree. One line connected that world to Leipzig, and another to Shoshone.

The other lines on the map indicated new worlds. One line connected Amiens to a world called Greylock, which was itself connected to one called Greenwich. A second line connected Amiens to Rutland; that world was connected to Glades and Crawford, which were also connected to each other. A third line connected Amiens to a world called Sumpter.

“The Mayor is willing to let you copy this,” Michel said.

“Good.”

“He did want you to know something about this map, Lisa.”

“What?”

“As you can see, it’s hand-drawn. It was drawn because, during the time you call the Savage Rain, the older maps we had were lost. It was important to have a map because our leaders, especially the Mayor of Limoges, needed to know where trouble came from.”

“Why?”

“We believe that the violence that the Savage Rain started among Rutland and its neighbors, and between Greenwich and Greylock. These worlds sent men to capture the outlaws that their rivals sheltered. Very quickly those turned into raids.”

“I know the history, Michel.”

“But you didn’t know where it started, did you?”

“No.”

Michel pointed to the map. “It started here. We know now what effect it had on Braunfel. It became a world of bandits. What we don’t know is, what happened to the rest of these worlds? What condition are they in, after all this time?”

“Probably not good.”

“No. They may not be welcoming to any visitors.”

“Especially visitors who come from worlds that were once their enemies.”

“Indeed.”

“I suppose I’ll have to do more than just travel to them with escorts.” Lisa sighed. “Maybe, for next year, these worlds will have to be scouted before even a small group goes to them.”

“If there are people living the near the gates, they will see the gates turn on and someone come through.”

“Night Hawk was able to get to Barbaree at night, and no one saw the gate open. That’s probably the way to start on these worlds.” She bit her lip. “Of course, that worked because the settlement was a long way from the gate.”

“That might not be the case on these other worlds.”

“No. Still, I can talk it over with Davis, and Josie, and Night Hawk. But I’d better start by copying that map.” She looked at Michel. “Would you know anything about these worlds?”

“You would have to ask the Mayor.”

“I thought so. Sounds like a good time to stop here, and go to the Mayor’s house for lunch.”

***

Lisa allowed Michel to take her arm as her “escort” to the Amiens H-gate. It was a gesture that prodded her, once they were well past the town, to ask him a question. It was a question she had wanted to ask the day and the night before, but due to being a guest at Mayor Biday’s house, she hadn’t had the free time to speak to him.

“Michel, do you like me?”

“Of course.”

“As a friend?”

“Yes.”

“More than a friend?”

He smiled to her. “What is on your mind, Lisa, really and truly?”

She stopped walking. She turned to face him, which meant he had to let go of her arm. “Michel, would you be interested in going on a date?”

“A date? You mean, socially?”

“Yes.”

“You mean, as a man and woman?”

She smiled. “Yes.”

“No business. Just you and I?”

“Yes.”

“I would like that.”

“Good.”

“When?”

“I’ll need to get back to you on that.” She sighed. “I have to tell you, if you want to go on more dates with me, that I’m not easy to date.”

His posture straightened. “My dear, I am a gentleman.” He laughed.

She laughed back. “That’s not what I meant.”

“I know what you meant, Lisa. There are several worlds between our homes.”

“It’s not just that.”

“What is it, then?”

“Michel, a while back I was dating another young man. He was on a different world from mine. We parted because I wasn’t a very good girlfriend. I missed dates. I didn’t always keep in touch. I was always busy.”

“I see.”

“I want to be careful the next time. I don’t want to hurt you, or tie you to me while I’m gone for days or months.”

He nodded. “That is good to know. But I must ask you, what of, what is the expression? Living in the moment? Yes. What of living in the moment? What of having fun for now?”

“I think that sounds like a good distraction from what’s going to be some intense discussions.”

“Then I will be pleased to distract you, Lisa.”

She found herself grinning from ear to ear. “I’d like that very much, Michel.”

***

It took Lisa several more days to make it back to Fairfield. On the way back she met with Night Hawk and asked him to join her. Since she had to race through a series of meetings between meals, she didn’t have any time to talk to him, except for a few moments at night to catch up on gossip.

It was afternoon on Fairfield when she arrived. She had to talk to her partner Ned about their trading business, which took all of that afternoon. Dinner was spent catching up with her sister’s family and getting local gossip from her father. Finally, the following morning Lisa was able to get her friends into the office she had at her father’s trading company. Night Hawk was with her, along with her two “senior” bodyguards, Davis Williams and Josie Lane.

She laid out the map she had drawn from Biday’s map on her desk. “These are the worlds we can go to next year,” she began. “Now that Amiens and Leipzig are part of the Compact, and the little things that came up this year have been dealt with, I think it’s time we resumed visiting new worlds.

“Looks like a busy year,” Davis said. He handed the map to Josie. “Maybe a busy two years.”

“Which way do you want to go?” Josie asked.

“That’s why I wanted to talk to you, and why I asked Night Hawk to join us. Mayor Biday related some local history, along with showing me the original map. I drew this map from that one.” She turned to Davis. “Yes, I did check the map on the H-gate. The names of the connecting worlds match.”

Davis smiled. “You know me so well.”

“Anyway, the history is that, according to local legend, the Savage Rain began among those worlds. It was these worlds that had the outlaws fleeing from one to another and getting refuge. Maybe it was one world pursuing outlaws to another and not asking for help from their neighbors. All the people of Amiens know is that the trouble started with the worlds they’re connected to.”

“What does that mean for us?” Night Hawk asked.

“It means those folks aren’t going to be all that friendly to visitors,” Davis answered. “Not from visitors they think are coming from their old enemies.”

Lisa shook her head. “No, probably not.”

“Are you going to ignore them?” Josie asked.

Lisa let out a breath. “I don’t think we can. You well know the damage the Barbaree raiders did to your planet.”

“Hell, the bastards depopulated one whole world,” Davis said.

“Maybe, but maybe that happened long before those raiders got organized. But that’s a good point. If the story I was told on Amiens is true, these worlds could be in all sorts of trouble. They could be barely hanging on, like some of the towns in Big Springs were when I first went their with Little Wolf. They could have reacted the way Josie’s people did.”

Lisa didn’t need to say more than that. Josie had come from Queen’s Home. She had grown up with the fear of men that women of that world had gotten from the raids. It had taken her a year to earn a grudging respect for Davis and Night Hawk. That was partly due to Lisa, and partly due to them fighting together.

Josie still only follows Davis’ lead when I ask her to, Lisa mused. That hasn’t been a problem this year, because Josie has been willing to follow Ned because he’s my partner. That could be a problem if we start going to new worlds, and get separated. Something else for me to plan for, I suppose.

“How can we know for sure without going to them?” Josie asked.

“By scouting them.” Lisa nodded at Night Hawk. “That’s why he’s here.” She faced him. “Would you be willing to risk scouting these worlds, the same way you did on Barbaree?”

“Yes,” Night Hawk answered. “I will do ask you ask.”

Davis turned his head to look at Night Hawk. “This time things might be different. You were lucky on Barbaree. The gate was a good long ways from the fort the raiders built. On these new worlds the gate could be close to settlement, like it is here on Fairfield.”

“I would travel at night.”

“If the settlement is close, someone might see or hear the gate opening.”

Lisa raised her right hand. “That’s a very good point.” She turned back to Night Hawk. “If that happened, what would you do?”

Night Hawk shrugged. “Return to where I started.”

“Can I make a suggestion?” Josie asked.

Lisa nodded. “Sure.”

“There are three worlds directly connected to Amiens. Two of them appear connected to other worlds. I think we should start with those two. If Night Hawk is able to scout them, great. If not, I don’t see why we can’t still visit them. We’d be coming from Amiens, after all. If their history is right, the Amiens history, then the people on those worlds connected to Amiens won’t think we’re that much of a danger.”

“They won’t know where we’d be coming from,” Davis said.

“That’s true,” Lisa replied, “but that depends on how far the gate is from where the people are. If they live right next to the gate, they’ll see where we came from.”

“But they’ll see us armed.”

“Which is why Night Hawk’s travel would still be useful, even if he’s just there for a moment or two.” Lisa looked at the faces of her her friends in succession. “I think this time we have to go to new worlds with at least one wagon of trade goods. I’ve been giving this some thought on the way back here. If we’re seen as just us, a group of people, then Davis is right, it could be a problem. But if we arrive with a wagon of goods, that would make us seem less scary. Raiders don’t show up with wagons of goods.”

“That would be a nice way to launch a sneak attack,” Davis admitted.

Josie turned to him. “Are you serious?”

“It’s a thought.” He looked at Lisa. “You make a good point, though. We would seem less of a threat if we have things to trade with. Question is, what do we bring?”

“That depends on what Night Hawk finds,” Lisa answered. “We’re also going to have to consider what might be useful in case Night Hawk isn’t able to do much scouting.”

Davis nodded. “We might need to retrain the team I assembled. They’ll need to be observant, both for danger and for fear.”

“I think we should add more women to any party that goes to these worlds,” Josie said. “More women would make us seem less like raiders.”

Davis grinned. “Said the warrior woman.”

“That would be the appearance.” Josie grinned back. “I didn’t say the women we add couldn’t handle themselves.” She turned to Lisa. “I think we have plenty of work ahead of us.”

Lisa nodded to her. “We do. Fall’s here, which means winter isn’t far away. We should give ourselves plenty of time to get ready for our trips to these new worlds.” She let out a breath. “And I have a business to help run. Not much rest for me. Again.” She looked at Night Hawk. “I’ll need a week here to get done what I need to do. Would that give you time to prepare?”

“Yes.”

“I’d like to go with him,” Josie said.

“Why not all three of us?” Davis asked.

“Lisa needs to spend her time focused on business and politics. I’d like you to go with me to Queen’s Home and see if we have women who could join our team.”

“That’s sounds fine.” Lisa shook her head. “On second thought, I think I should come back to Amiens each night. I don’t want Night Hawk waiting for me for days. Who know how long he’ll be away?”

“Are you sure that’s the only reason to keep going back?” Josie asked.

“You keep your eyes off Michel. And everything else, too.”

Josie laughed. “If you say so, Lisa.”

Lisa echoed her laugh. “Good.” She let out another breath. “Well, that sounds like a plan. Now, is there anything you and Davis needed to tell me about things here?”

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

 

It was night when Night Hawk walked through the gate and onto the planet called “Greylock.” There was supposed to be a town not far from this world’s gate. He saw nothing that resembled a town in the darkness. There was no light ahead; only the illumination of a strange pattern of stars and a distant quarter-moon cut through the dark.

The strangeness of the night sky was something he had to get used to. Back on White Rocks, he had familiarized himself with the patterns of the stars. All of his people had to do that, as part of growing up. Sometimes they had to hunt at night. Other times they had to move at night to avoid an unfriendly group of white eyes. He had earned his adult name by protecting his family’s dog from an attack by a hawk with his bow on a cool autumn night.

The first time he had traveled to another world with Lisa, he had looked up at the sky. To that point, it had never occurred to him that the stars would not be in their proper places. The stars were suns, fixed in the sky. The sky he saw that night was completely new to him. Nothing was where it was supposed to be. He was so stunned that he had to ask Lisa about it.

“Each world orbits a different sun,” she had answered. “Think about it. If you went from the mountains to, say, a vast plain, you wouldn’t see mountains, would you?”

“Of course not,” he had replied. “You would see the plains, the grass, maybe small hills.”

“The same is true for the sky when you go to a different world. Our galaxy is like a world. What you see of it depends on where you are.”

He thought about what she had said. Over the course of a day or so it made sense to him. That didn’t mean it comforted him. There was always something odd to him about looking up at night, and not seeing the patterns he had grown up with.

He didn’t want to travel too much in the dark with an unfamiliar sky. He found a tree not far from the gate. He climbed it, made himself as comfortable as he could, and slept for the night.

The morning light revealed the world to Night Hawk. He was in a valley bracketed by mountains. These mountains didn’t appear to be as tall as the ones on White Rocks. The tops of the peaks here were covered in trees, not snow.

The sight of trees struck him. There was still a great deal of green around. But autumn had arrived, because some of the trees had changed color. Those colors weren’t like those of his youth. On White Rocks the evergreens never changed, while other trees’ leaves turned yellow or brown during autumn. Here there was yellow, red, orange, and at least two shades of brown.

The sight was a surprise, but he had seen similar colors in autumn leaves. On Lisa’s home of Fairfield, on Little Wolf’s home of Big Springs, and on a couple of other worlds, the leaves of differing trees turned colors when autumn came. It wasn’t something that he sought after, but Night Hawk appreciated the view when it happened.

While he ate breakfast he took in the rest of his surroundings. The gate on the world had vines covering part of it. He could take time clearing them away, because the gate was the only sign that people had ever lived in this place. Time had wiped away all the traces of settlement. There were no remains of any structures, not even the hard parts sent into the ground that the white eyes called “foundations.”

There were traces of roads leading away from the settlement that had once been near the gate. There were three roads: one going southeast, one southwest, and one north-northeast. None of the three looked like the gravel or dirt roads Night Hawk had seen elsewhere. They were more like cleared paths leading into the wilderness.

The paths leading south appeared less well-used that the one going north. He guessed, from what he’d learned about travel from Lisa, that more people went north than south. That suggested to him that he was less likely to run into people along the south paths. There seemed to be no difference between the southeast and southwest paths; he chose the former.

The path wound around a mountain, keeping close to a stream. Towards the middle of the day he heard the sounds of settlement ahead of him. Not wanting to be seen, he left the path and carried on through the forest. Tracking through was not easy; scattered along the side of the mountain were large rocks jutting out from the ground.

At last the settlement came into view. It was a town much like any other. There was a large central building surrounded by houses. There was another tall structure next to the stream on the west side of the settlement. Fields of grain surrounded the town on three sides. The fourth side was an open area with a herd of sheep grazing. Beyond the open area with the sheep, the mountains seemed lower, more like hills.

The one aspect of the town that Night Hawk thought was notable was that there didn’t appear to be any shops. If there was any trade going on here, it wasn’t by anyone who did that as their job.

Since there was nothing more to be gained from observation, Night Hawk returned to the gate site. On the way he caught sight of a buck deer. He was able to bring it down without much effort. He made a fire near the gate to cook what he could eat and smoke the rest. He preserved the hide as best he could.

The next day he took the southwest path. At the end of that was another village almost exactly like the first. On the third day he went north. Around midday he came to another village much like the others. However, this village had a path leading away from it and towards the northwest. He followed the path to a fourth village. All that was different about it was that the open space by it had a herd of cattle grazing in it.

Since it was late in the day, Night Hawk chose to camp close to the fourth village. Nothing unusual happened in the town once night came. Everyone went to their homes, and one by one the light through the windows dimmed.

The next day Night Hawk returned to the gate. After sunset he followed the instructions Lisa had given him about how to operate the gate. It came alive without any struggle. He touched the spot on the screen in the opposite direction of Amiens, the world he had come here from. The spot was marked “Greenwich.” A moment later the view of another world appeared in the center of the gate ring. He walked through the ring and onto the planet of Greenwich.

Once again, there was no settlement near the gate. It was night on this world, too, so he camped and slept. The morning revealed that there might have once been a town near the gate. There were a few walls still standing here and there, covered in foliage. There were also pieces of hard surface on the ground between the walls. They were not connected to walls, so he guessed that were the remains of streets.

He looked at the landscape around the gate as well. There were mountains here, as there had been on Greylock. The mountains here didn’t appear as tall as those on Greylock were. They were covered in the same forest growth as on the other world. Here, though, there was much more color and much less green.

Leading away from the gate north, south, and west were actual roads. They were made of dirt and largely clear of growth in the roads themselves. The forest cover had been cut back a few strides from the roads. A close examination revealed wheel tracks, hoof prints, and footprints.

Night Hawk chose to head south first. Just before midday he reached a village. It resembled the ones on Greenwich in every way, down to the mill by the stream and the meadow of grazing sheep. There was no road leading further south, so he returned to the gate that afternoon.

The next day he headed west. A little past midday he came to another village. This one was like the last village he had been to on Greylock, in that there was a herd of cattle grazing past the settlement. Once again there was no more road beyond the village, so again he returned to the gate.

On the third day of his visit, Night Hawk went north. Around the middle of the day he came to another village. This one was much like the first two, except that it had roads leading away to the northeast and northwest. Since he had arrived east of the village, he first followed the northeast road. It lead to a village like the rest; much as with the second village on this world, cattle was the livestock he saw.

The following day he traveled back to the third village, then pursued the northwest road. That too led to another village. There was little to observe, so he camped for the night, and returned to the gate at daylight. He turned on the gate after sunset. He returned to Greylock, turned that gate back on, and returned to Amiens.

He went to the inn in town and knocked on the door of Lisa’s room. It took her moment to reply from inside. “Yes?”

“It is Night Hawk,” he called through the door.

He heard the bed creak, and bare feet on the floor. The door opened. Lisa was in her night  dress.

“You’re back?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Thanks. We’ll talk in the morning.”

“I wanted to let you that I was back.”

“Okay. Night.”

She smiled to him. He smiled back. He waited for her to close the door before he left for his room. For the first time in several days, he had trouble getting to sleep.

***

Lisa met up with Night Hawk at breakfast. She let him eat without interruption. After all, this was probably the first real meal he had since he’d left. When he was finished, she told him to tell her what he had found.

“There are four villages on the first world,” he began. “One is southwest of the gate, one is southeast, one is north, and the last is northwest of the third one.”

“Are they raising their own food?” she asked.

“I think so. I saw fields of grain around each village.”

“What about livestock?”

“Three of the villages were raising sheep. The fourth raises cattle.”

“What did you do for meat?”

“I killed a deer.”

“A deer? There’s wild game on that world?”

“Yes. Deer and birds, at least. I saw no signs of predators, though.”

“Large herds of deer?”

“I saw one buck.”

Lisa nodded to herself. “They must hunt the deer sometimes. Anyway, what else did you see?”

“Nothing.”

“What about the roads?”

“Paths through the wilderness, though well-used paths. There did not appear to be anyone trading. There were homes, a grain mill, and the livestock, but no places like this, or like the store your father has.”

No trade, she thought, but the paths are used. People must be getting around then. “All right. What about the second world?”

“Much like the first. There was one village south of the gate, one west, and one north. Beyond the north village there was one northeast and northwest. There two villages had cattle and three had sheep. The roads were dirt.”

“Were they in good shape?”

“I think so. The trees and bushes had been cut away, so there was just grass on either side of the roads.”

“Were the roads in use?”

“I saw wheel tracks, hoof marks, and footprints. But like the first world, I saw no trade.”

“So, people are getting around there, and they’re using the roads, but there aren’t any inns or shops. Strange.”

“What do you think that means, Lisa?”

She took a moment to collect her thoughts. “I suppose the people are making do with what they had or could make after the Savage Rain. They must be getting around, if there are roads or worn paths.”

“What of the sheep? I have never seen so many towns with sheep.”

“Sheep are not only food, Night Hawk, but they give us wool.”

“The white stuff around their bodies? That is wool?”

She smiled despite herself. “Yes.”

He was quiet for an instant, then he nodded. “I see.”

“Tell me, what’s the land like?”

“There are mountains. Not as tall as those on White Rocks. Many more leafy trees, and not so many evergreens. The trees were in bright colors. There were more colors in the trees on the second world than the first.”

She nodded. “That seems to fit everywhere else I’ve been. It seems as though every world was settled so that the seasons would be close from planet to planet. That’s good. I’d hate to run into a world where the seasons were completely off from the rest.”

“Why do you think that is?”

“It had to be planned that way. We all come from Earth. Someone there must have decided that it would be easy for all of us if the places on each planet that our ancestors settled would have seasons falling at about the same time. It makes sense. We don’t have to worry about going from summer to winter when we go from one world to another.”

“I suppose that makes sense.”

“Speaking of getting around, did you have any trouble with the gates?”

“No. I had to pull vines down from them, but they worked as you said they would.”

“Were there any towns near the gates?”

“None. There was no sign that anyone had ever lived near the gate on the first world. There were a few walls still standing on the second, and parts of the streets, I think.”

“No towns, no farms, nothing?”

“No.”

Lisa reached for her notebook, sitting on the table and to her right. “Okay. I want you to help me make maps of these two worlds.” She opened the notebook. “If you’re ready, you can heard for the next three tonight.”

“Ready or not, I should go,” he replied. “Winter will be with us in less than two months. I do not wish to scout in the snow.”

She shook her head. “No, that wouldn’t be good.” She slipped the pencil she had tied to the notebook from the loop of string that held it in place. She drew a circle in the center of the page. “All right. Greylock first. Now, show me the path you followed to the first village.”

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

 

It was the middle of the night when Night Hawk stepped onto the planet called “Rutland.” A chilly breeze bit at him as he got off the gate platform. He looked around for signs of settlement. Seeing nothing and hearing nothing, he decided this time he would camp next to the gate.

The morning light revealed a scene similar to ones on Greylock and Greenwich. Any village here had long since disappeared. Only a handful of walls remained. Night Hawk had to pull to clear the vines from around the gate. There were, however, signs that people lived on this world. Dirt roads crossed the site going in several directions.

Before heading out, Night Hawk surveyed the landscape. This world more resembled Greylock than Greenwich. The mountains were forested, like both worlds. Here the leaves were mostly changed. That, plus the cool air in the first light of dawn, suggested to him that autumn was in full on this planet.

The roads leading away from the gate ran north, northeast, northwest, southeast, and southwest. Night Hawk decided he would start by going north. As on the other three worlds, he followed but remained off the road. It wasn’t until well into the afternoon that he arrived at a village.

This village was not like the others on the first two worlds he had scouted. There was a meadow and cattle grazing. There were houses and a central building like a town hall or church. But there was another building with stacks of cut wood around it. What’s more, the forest cover on a mountain east of the village had been cleared. Another piece of forest on a mountain to the north was partly cleared.
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