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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

 

As Lisa Herbert headed back to the Ortiz house before leaving the world of Cimarron, she felt mostly happy about her accomplishments over the last several months. She had moved a little closer to her goal of making things better. She hadn’t been in as much danger as the previous year. Yet, she still wasn’t completely happy, and she wasn’t sure why.

That evening Lisa ate dinner with Roberto Ortiz and his mother. It gave her one more chance to tell of what she’d done and where she’d been. It also gave her another chance to impress Roberto. He seemed impressed, and he did like her. Lisa wasn’t certain if there was more to his feelings than that. Boy, would I like to find out, she thought the moment before the Ortiz’ said grace.

A few moments after Roberto’s mother began serving the food, the woman said to Lisa, “You told me, when you first arrived, that you tell me all about what you’ve been doing this year. Roberto has told me what you’ve done here on Cimarron, building the new road. And I heard from the Mayor what you did last year.”

“So, would you like me to tell you about the other worlds I went to this year? Now? Over dinner?”

“I’d like to hear your side,” Robert said.

Lisa smiled. “I’d hate to disappoint the two of you.” With that she began her narrative. She wound down her tales with the founding meeting of the Sanford Improvement Association. “That old woman wasn’t happy with me,” Lisa concluded. “But that didn’t matter. Either she’d come to understand what we did, or she wouldn’t.”

“And if she didn’t?” Roberto asked.

“She’d be all alone, with no one to follow her or listen to her. Anyway, after that was done, I came here to Cimarron, and the rest you know.” Lisa glanced through a window. The sun hadn’t yet set. “You know, I haven’t just sat and watched the sun come down while I’ve been here.”

“So what?” Roberto asked.

“It’s fun to watch the sunset on each world. Fun to see what’s the same and what isn’t.”

“If you say so.”

She smiled to him. “Wouldn’t you like to join me? See what I see?” She turned to his mother. “Unless he needs to clean up after dinner.”

“Oh, no, not at all,” the older woman replied. “I think that would be very nice.” She turned to her son. “Get a blanket, Roberto, so your clothes don’t get dirty sitting on the ground.”

Roberto went to his room to get the blanket. Lisa smiled and nodded to his mother, then went outside. She walked around the west side of the house and waited. Roberto joined her a moment later. He spread the blanket down on the ground next to the outside wall. Lisa sat down first. Roberto followed, keeping a few inches of distance between them.

“Is this really about watching the sun go down?” he asked evenly.

“It is, and it isn’t.”

“Okay. What’s so special about this?”

“Look at the colors, Roberto.”

“What about them?”

“I’ve never seen colors quite like that, except after a storm, back home.”

“Really?”

“Sure. And look at the shadows, in the mountains, that the sun makes.”

“That’s different, too?”

“Only on White Rocks are the settlements in the mountains. Everywhere else it’s big hills or small hills. There’s more edge to the horizon here than there is just about anywhere else.”

“I guess I never noticed.”

“You haven’t traveled.”

“Not like you have.”

“No.”

“Has anyone traveled like you have?”

“I haven’t met anyone who has.” Lisa looked up for an instant. “A few stars are out. You know, it’s possible that someone has. It’s possible lots of people do.”

“That wouldn’t make you very special.”

“Would that be bad?”

“Yeah, I think it would.”

She smiled at him. “That’s a sweet thing to say.”

He half-smiled and shrugged. “Sure.”

She had met Roberto the day she had arrived on Cimarron. Most of the people on this world spoke “Spanish.” The Mayor of this town asked Roberto to translate for her. His father was Spanish but his mother was an “Anglo” and spoke English.

Ever since then, where ever Lisa went on Cimarron, Roberto was with her. He was about her age, a head taller than she, with muscular arms and a solid build. Like most people on Cimarron he had dark hair, but his eyes were more brown than black. He was “easy on the eyes,” as he sister might have said, but that seemed to be that.

Over time he seemed to want to be around her. He asked her questions and wanted to hear her answers. A few times she had noticed him gazing at her. She in turned appreciated talking to him, and it felt nice to have an attractive young man looking at her. But was this going somewhere, she wondered, and could it?

At that instant, Lisa decided to find out. She touched his chin with her left hand. She turned his face towards hers. She leaned into him. Her eyes closed. She pushed her lips against his. She pulled back and opened her eyes.

He smiled. He put his left arm around her shoulders. He turned his body towards hers. She put her right arm around his shoulders. Her left hand moved from his chin to his neck. They leaned into each other.

They kissed once, then a second, longer kiss, then a third, still longer kiss. They kissed a fourth time, that one shorter than the third.

Lisa pulled back slightly. She turned so she was sitting beside him again. She kept her arms where they were. She leaned her head on his arm. “That was nice,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Yeah,” he whispered back.

They sat in silence for a few moments, watching the sun disappear. Once it was gone Lisa turned to face him.

“I’d like to see you, socially, y’know, go on dates,” she said.

“So would I.”

She let out a breath. “You know how much I travel. There could be days or weeks between dates.”

He sighed. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“I like you, Roberto.”

“And I like you.”

“Good. Because I don’t want to try even a little bit of dating, hard as it’s going to be, if you didn’t really like me.”

“I really like you, Lisa.”

“You understand what I’m saying?”

“I think so. You want to see if we could go beyond really liking each other?”

“Yeah.”

“Me, too.”

“Remember, time’s gonna pass between dates.”

“So?”

“So, well, this won’t be easy, Roberto. I mean, you know what my plans are. What are yours?”

He half-smiled. “You sound like Mother.”

“And I’m just as serious as she is.”

“Until now, I never gave it much thought.”

“And now?”

He sighed. “I’ve been thinking that I might want to visit other worlds and trade, sort-of like you do.”

“Only I’m not sure I’ll be doing that in the future.”

“You won’t?”

She shook her head. “No. I think my job is to visit new worlds. The friends I made last year are doing the trading. I think you’d do as well as they are, if that’s what you want to do.”

“Does that mean you want to be off on your own?”

“I have a feeling that I’m going to get help, whether I want it or not, and whether I think I need it or not.”

“Like me?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Think about it, Roberto. Meade was at the very edge of the worst of the Savage Rain. Going to worlds past Meade means going to worlds that suffered more. Who knows what problems they went through? Who knows how much trouble they’re in? They might still be in trouble. I wouldn’t want worrying about a boyfriend added to whatever I might be dealing with.”

“Fair enough, Lisa. But what about your boyfriend? Would it be fair to him that you’re going everywhere, maybe getting into trouble, while he stays behind?”

“No, it wouldn’t be fair. I admit that. I wouldn’t want to be the girlfriend or the wife left behind. If I wouldn’t want to be her, then I shouldn’t ask that of him.”

“So why say you like me?”

She touched his cheek. “Because if there’s any chance for an ‘us,’ we need to know going in what this could be like. I’m not going to be like any other girlfriend.”

“That’s why I like you.”

“Then you need to think about this. Do you want to take the same risks as me? Then you need to learn more about how to take care of yourself.”

“I don’t know enough?”

She grinned. “Roberto, you’ve got muscles, but I don’t think you’ve thrown so much as one punch in your life.”

“Whereas you’ve killed a man.”

“In self defense.”

“That still doesn’t scare me.”

“I’m not the one you should be worried about.” Her grin faded. “Seriously, though, I do know more about fighting than you do. I can handle myself. If you want to stick by me, you need to learn how to handle yourself.”

He sighed. “I guess you’re right.”

“And what else can you do? You can speak two languages. You’ve done plenty of hard work. You can handle a wagon. Do you know how to make a deal with someone?”

“I’ve picked up a little, talking to you.”

“Good, but you’ll need to learn more. I mean, it’s just possible you might have to do all of my jobs. So far I haven’t found anyone not willing to deal with me, as a young woman, but that doesn’t mean it won’t happen someday.”

“Yeah, I can see that.”

“And what about kids?”

His eyes widened. “Kids?”

She laughed. “I don’t mean now. What I mean is, what are your thoughts about having a family?”

“I guess I always thought I would have a wife and kids.”

“Could you accept just the wife? Because all this travel isn’t good for raising kids. So either you pass on the kids, or you settle down with someone else.” She raised her right hand. “That’s not a demand, Roberto. I mean, I could change my mind, given a few years. I might want to settle down.”

He nodded. “But that’s something I need to decide, like what I want to do.”

“Right. I’m thinking that I could be happy without having children. My mother died in childbirth. I’m told I’m the same size and shape she was. So maybe me having kids isn’t a good idea.”

“But before the Rain women had babies and almost never died, or so they say.”

“Which is why I haven’t decided for sure I don’t want kids. I mean, sure, maybe getting back to what life was before the Rain takes longer than my lifetime, but maybe it doesn’t take anywhere near that long.”

“Especially if we’re not that far from Earth.”

“And they weren’t as ruined by the Rain like we were.”

“Yeah.”

Lisa let out a deep sigh. “I guess what I’m saying, Roberto, is that dating me, much less, well, you know, it’s going to be complicated. I like you, and you like me. But because making an ‘us’ won’t be easy, we need to think about this. I think it would be very mean of me to date you, without knowing that you know how hard it could be. I wouldn’t want you to expect one thing from me, and be disappointed when you get something else.”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah. And you’re right. I need to figure out what I want to do, since I’m just about old enough to be on my own.” He smiled to her. “You’ve shown me so much more since I met you. Part of me wants to see more.”

“And the other part?”

“Doesn’t know what it wants.”

She leaned towards him and briefly kissed him. “I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

“I’ll think about what we’ve talked about.”

“Whatever you decide, I promise I’ll be happy.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “We are friends, if nothing else, and that what being friends means. If that’s a far as we get, well, at least we had a good kiss.”

“Yeah, though I’d like to have more than one good kiss.”

“Well, you know what you have to do. Now, I think it’s time we said good night.”

“So soon?”

“Afraid so.”

“Then, would it be asking too much for a good-night kiss?”

“Not at all.”

***

Lisa left Cimarron after breakfast, and after giving Roberto a quick good-bye. She arrived on Meade, and went directly to Mayor Tom Lawrence’s office in Meade City. Lawrence was able to talk to her almost immediately. She told him about her road-building adventure, and the situation on Cimarron generally. The one thing she didn’t tell him about was Roberto; he didn’t need to hear about her personal life.

“Sounds like you’ve done well, again,” Lawrence said with a smile.

Lisa shrugged. “Yes, but I’m worried about news of that trade tax getting around.”

The largest town on Cimarron was called Taos. It’s Mayor, Alfredo Teferra, was carrying on a policy his father had put into place, a tax on all trade coming through town. But where the elder Teferra used the tax to improve the town, the younger man used it to help his friends and better his own life.

“Why? It sounds like it might be a good way for towns to pay for improvements.”

“It could, but it could also turn out like it did in Taos. What’s more, I got the impression that it might have been used to discourage some trade from taking place. That’s the thing that really bothers me, Tom.”

He nodded. “Good point. A town could set the tax high enough to keep anyone from the outside coming in with goods. Especially if they target the tax against something they already produce.”

“That occurred to me. Right now I can’t think of too much that could be taxed in that way.”

“No, but it’s the principle of the thing. Make outsiders pay a tax that locals don’t, or make outsiders pay more than locals.”

“Right. And that got me wondering about how to prevent that from happening.”

“Any ideas?”

“Well, two ideas keep coming back to me. One is making trade tokens much more common. Almost like, what was the word?”

“Money?”

“Yes.”

“You know the problem with that. How much does a trade token equal?”

“I know. But that leads me to the other idea. Could we put together some sort of agreement on trading? Maybe not rules, but some principles everyone could agree to.”

“Meaning, whom? Traders? People? Mayors?”

“Mayors and town councils, I think.”

“That makes sense. Everyone is from some town or another, so every resident would be bound by their town’s leaders.”

“It’s also occurred to me that some trade will go between towns on one world, some will go between lots of worlds, but some will go just from one world to the next. It would be easier if the rules from town to town stayed the same, instead of trying to set rules on traders whose work is different from each other.”

“Well, of course, Lisa. Any ideas on how to get the towns to agree to a bunch of rules?”

“Who says there has to be a bunch of rules?”

“Well, won’t you need to set rules about how towns govern themselves? How high to set trade taxes, or other ways for towns to pay for their governments?”

Lisa shook her head. “I think we start with the basics. Elected government, everyone has equal rights, no one who signs on can isolate themselves, and everyone accepts trade tokens along with barter. We start small, but we have the built-in ability to add more rules as situations arise.”

“Nothing on revenue?”

“No. So long as no one sets up a tax, or something else, that steps on the rights of people to move, work, and trade freely, they can do whatever they want.”

“And if a town breaks the rules?”

“I still need to do some research on that.”

Lawrence nodded. “Do that. You might also want to learn all you can about the treaties and laws they had before the Rain.”

“I know. The good thing about this is that I have more sources to turn to than I used to.”

“Good.”

Lisa let out a breath. “Speaking of sources of information, I think some time back you said you would tell me about the experiences your people on Meade had during the Savage Rain.”

“That could take all day, and I don’t have all day.”

“Tell me about why it is that the gate got locked up. I’d like to know. Maybe hearing that story will help me figure this agreement thing out.”

“All right, Lisa. It was the idea of the Mayor at that time, Jack Townsend. It was a desperate idea, but as you know, those were desperate times.”

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

 

“Get those through and set up as quick as you can!”

“Sure, Jack.”

Jack Townsend waved the men through the gate. Every three men carried a three-yard section of rough-built fence about a yard high. The plan was to erect enough of the fences to surround the gate on Moultrie. Maybe it would draw the thugs out to fight, and maybe it wouldn’t. But it was the best idea anyone had to thin out the gang while trying to secure the Moultrie gate.

Townsend had wanted help from the men here on Moultrie. He was only going to be able to spare fifteen men from Meade City for this plan. The gang probably numbered forty or more. He’d sent George Lawrence out at night to make contact a few days ago. George had come back shaking his head.

“If they’re around, they’re in hiding,” he reported. “I thought I came close to where they were, and I looked, but nothing.”

“They’ve abandoned the towns?” Townsend asked him.

“Apparently so. They’re up in the hills.”

“You didn’t call out, try to tell them why you were there?”

“I wasn’t sure it was safe to. Like I said, I thought I came close to where they were holed up, but I was never sure.”

So, it’s just going to be us, Townsend had thought. Then we’d better be ready.

The fences would probably help. So would the fact that St. Charles had just about been leveled. The fighting had been bad there, and it had been all his people could do to contain it. With the town flattened, they now had a chance to see any thugs coming from well far away. Arming almost everyone with crossbows would also help. Shooting off the last of the bullets might, too, but there was a risk to that; after all, there was no guarantee that whatever Hal did, the thugs might undo it and attack Meade City.

But it’s a risk we gotta take. We don’t have any other choice.

Townsend glanced backward at Meade. His son Hal was finally running towards the gate. Townsend saw something in his son’s hand. “What’s that?” he asked when the young man finally came through the gate.

He showed a tattered book to his father. “The gate manual, Dad.”

“You read that?”

“As best I could. I think I can close off access on this end.”

Townsend led his son off the platform. He pointed to the control console. “Get to it, Hal. But listen up. If we get attacked, you’re gonna be out in the open.”

“Not if, Mayor,” George Lawrence said, “when.”

The other man pointed in the distance. Coming up the main road at a brisk walk were about forty men dressed in black leather. Townsend guessed they had been in hiding themselves just past what used to be the edge of town. They’d heard the commotion and saw the barriers go up.

“Get into position, everyone,” Townsend said.

Fifteen men fell into a line along the impromptu wall. Townsend backed up to the edge of the gate platform. He turned to Hal. The young man glanced up from the console, saw the thugs coming, then locked eyes with his father. Townsend nodded and gave him a thumb’s up gesture. The young man nodded back and resumed his work.

Townsend took a long look at the enemy his men faced. Most of the thugs were armed with baseball bats with nails driven in at the top. All of them appeared to have some sort of long knife on their belts. None of them appeared to have any guns or bows.

Good for us, Townsend mused. Maybe we can whittle them down and even this fight out.

His men had learned from a week’s practice that their crossbows were accurate to about fifty yards. Townsend had to do some rough math in his head to figure out how far fifty yards away was. He figured out the range with the gang about a hundred yards away and approaching at a faster pace.

“Bows, aim,” Townsend said, low enough for the dozen men with them to hear him, but not so loud that the gang would to. The men aimed. Townsend noticed that as soon as they did the gang slowed, but only for a second. Then about half of them rushed forward.

“Fire!”

Bolts cut through the air. Ten members of the gang fell.

“Guns, fire!”

Pistols boomed as the rest of the gang kept coming. The rest of the charging gang members fell. Their comrades stood for a moment.

Townsend looked to his men. Half of the men with crossbows had actually reloaded. He looked back at the gang. After a few moments of hesitation, they charged.

“Aim and fire!” he shouted.

All six hit their targets. The numbers were just about even. The gang members had stopped just twenty yards away, again hesitating.

“Jack,” Lawrence yelled, “if we...”

Townsend didn’t need to hear the rest of the request. “Get ‘em!” he yelled. “Take those bastards down!”

His men climbed over the barriers. They dropped their ranged weapons and drew knives or clubs. One of the thugs motioned to a man on each side of him, the called out, “Nail those townies!” The others held their ground while he and the other two turned and ran back the way they came.

The fight was brutal. Townsend’s men weren’t as experienced as the thugs, but they made up for it with discipline and cooperation. His men tried to cover each other as they took on the gang.

Two of his men went down right away, but so did one gang member. Two more of his men got around their opponents and got behind the line of thugs. Two others knocked down a couple of thugs then also got behind the line. As the gang members flailed away, the discipline and cooperation began to work. When they’d reduced the gang’s numbers to five, Townsend’s men closed in for the kill.

And kill they did. No one told them to. They hadn’t discussed it before setting out through the gate. It wasn’t an order Townsend gave them. It was just how the fight ended. The gang members had to die. It was the only way to keep them from being able to raid Meade. It was the only way for those men to protect their families. It had to be done, and so it was done.

The price of victory was high. Townsend saw that two of his men didn’t respond to their friends; two dead. Of the rest, four looked bloodied and beaten, but could walk back of their own accord. But their enemy had taken it worse; three had fled, and rest were dead or about to die.

Townsend let two of the men help the wounded through the gate and back to Meade City. He allowed the rest to deal with the remaining thugs. Once their were down the picked up the bodies of their friends and started carrying them back to the platform.

While they were dispatching the rest of the gang, Townsend approached his son. “Hal, how you coming along?”

“Just about got it, Dad.” He tapped the keypads a few more times. “Done.”

“Done what?”

His son stood up and faced him. “I’ve put in a password. Believe it or not, the password security program wasn’t even engaged.”

“It wasn’t?”

“Nope. Now, as long as no one here guesses the password, they can’t operate the gate.”

“Could they?”

Hal showed him something he’d written on the back cover of the manual. It was a string of numbers and letters. Townsend looked at it for a moment before he realized what it meant.

“Unless they know us, they won’t get it,” Hal said.

“Good thinking. So, no one here can turn on the gate?”

“No. It’s not gonna keep anyone from coming here from another gate. But they won’t be able to get to us, not without cracking the password.”

“Can you do the same to the Kennebec gate?”

“As long as no one’s activated the program on that, sure.”

“Good. I think things are quieter there. We’ll take a day or so to recover, then set out for Kennebec.”

Hal turned back to the console. He shut down the Moultrie gate. The one on Meade was still active. Townsend waited for the men to carry the corpses through. He and his son followed them through. Once the two of them were back on Meade Hal asked, “Will the folks on Kennebec go along with us?”

“If they don’t, we’ll make them,” Townsend replied. “But if they’ve taken to the hills like the folks on Moultrie, then we’ll just do it.”

“You’re not worried about how they might react, Dad? Or that we’re not giving them the idea that might protect them like it should protect us?”

“We have to do what we have to, to protect ourselves, Son. We can’t worry about anyone else. They didn’t keep this reign of savagery from spilling onto our world. There’s no reason why we should risk helping them.”

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

 

Lisa sat quietly for a moment once Tom Lawrence had finished talking. The story caused her to think for a few moments.

She wasn’t sure if she would make the choices that Townsend had made at the time. It seemed far too harsh, abandoning the people of Moultrie and that other world to their fates. It sounded selfish, not wanting to help them because they hadn’t helped the people of Meade. It just felt wrong.

Yet she also knew that she wasn’t alive at the time. She didn’t experience what Townsend and his people had gone through. Perhaps his decisions were the first things that had come to him. It was also as likely, if not more so, that he made his choices after exhausting other options. She was aware that those days had been desperate times; after all, the people of Fairfield had reacted by enclosing their gate in a building with no doors or windows.

“Lisa?” Tom asked. “Are you okay?”

“I was thinking.”

“And?”

“And, I think I should give it all some more thought.”

“Good.”

“Is this what you meant, when you said, all those weeks ago, that you had a hard time accepting what I was telling you?”

“Yes. What I told you is part of our history. It shapes how we react to strangers.”

“But not completely. It’s not as though you’ve shut yourselves away from the others towns on this world.”

“Well, no.” He let out a brief laugh. “Which is pretty much the point you were trying to make when you first arrived.”

“That’s right.”

“So, is it too early to ask how hearing that story affects your view of your mission? Your thoughts on some sort of rules for towns?”

“Right now, I think it tells me that we need those rules. I admit, I don’t know all your history, so I don’t know if Townsend did what he did because he was caught up in the fear of the times, or if he really gave it some thought. But it seems to me that if we don’t, well, force everyone to work together, it’ll be easy for someone to decide to isolate themselves the next time there’s trouble.”

Tom nodded slowly. “I don’t know if I would have agreed with you before I met you, but now I do. That might be the lesson of those times, Lisa. We stand together, or we fall alone.”

“That’s what I’ve come to think, Tom.”

“But I still don’t think you should be going out on your own. I think it’s going to get harder for you, the farther you keep going. What Townsend did was tough, but he thought he had to do it, to protect his family, his friends, and the people who elected him Mayor. I think you’re going to run into people who are the decentness of those who made even more desperate choices. If you think I made you work to convince me, imagine what you might have to do to convince them.”

“True enough,” Lisa replied, “but do you think me leading a group of armed men would be reassuring?”

Tom shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. You’ve got a knack for being believable, and you work to keep your word. You think before you act.” He sighed. “I think what worries me is, what happened to the outlaws and the gangs? What might they be like, four or five generations on?

“And, for that matter, what about their victims? Sure, some probably rallied to protect themselves. Suppose there aren’t any other towns on their world? How would they react to someone from another world, even if it’s you?”

“I guess I understand that.”

“I know we haven’t known each other that long, Lisa, but I have to say, right now I think all this relies on you. Something happens to you, and I don’t know if what you’ve started carries on. It’s too early to say, and I don’t know everyone that you do.”

Lisa nodded vigorously. “No. I’m afraid you might be right. And I hate saying that, because it makes me sound like I have a big ego.”

“No, not really. Which is maybe why this set of rules is a good idea. If it’s a real agreement, then it’s something that might outlast all of us.”

“So, I should probably get back to Fairfield, and start working on it.”

“I’d also like you to think about, well, if not a big group, then at least taking on a few men to stick by you when you go to new worlds.”

“I’ll give it all some thought, Tom.” She stood and offered her right hand. “You’ve been really good to me. I’m glad you’ve been willing to talk.”

He shook her hand. “I’m glad to have met you. You’re giving me reasons to hope for the future. Come back anytime.”

She smiled. “Oh, don’t worry, I will.”

***

From there Lisa went directly back to Fairfield. As it happened she arrived at lunchtime. Her sister Leslie told her that Ned was expected to return from his latest trip in the afternoon. Lisa let her sister catch her up on the gossip about her home world, and what she knew of her friends from the previous year. Sure enough, while Leslie was well into a particularly compelling tale of love in bloom in Centropolis, Ned arrived. He and Lisa exchanged hugs, Lisa let her sister finish her story, then she followed Ned back to the village store.

She had met Ned the year before along a road on the world of White Rocks. He and his friends wanted to take the trade goods she and hers were taking between towns. Rather than fight, Lisa chose to try to persuade him that trading was better than robbery. Not only did she succeed, but Ned proved important in dealing with a powerful criminal on White Rocks, and in solving a town feud on another world. She’d put him in day-to-day charge of their trading venture so she could explore.

Ned opened the door of the store for her. He led her past the lone clerk, who was arranging the shelves “after a rush a couple days back,” and into the room that served as his office. Naturally it was nothing like the offices of the Mayors she had met the previous months. There was no desk, just a pair of chairs and a half-dozen shelves covered in paper and record books. Somehow, at that moment it reassured her, as if it symbolized a pleasant come-down from being Lisa Herbert to being just plain Lisa visiting a friend.

She recounted for him all that she had accomplished since they’d last seen each other. When she was done he asked, “So, is that all the big stuff?”

“Well, not quite.”

“Okay, Lisa, shoot.”

She leaned forward. “Mind if I tell you the personal thing first?”

He smiled. “Not at all.”

She pressed her lips together. “I met this boy, on Cimarron.”

He leaned back. “And?”

“We kissed, before I left.”

“And?”

“And, that’s all, Ned.”

“That’s not all, is it?”

“Well, we talked about dating.”

“Talked?”

“Well, y’know how much I travel. We had to get that out in the open.”

“Yeah, I know.” His tone fell.

“What’s the matter? Aren’t you happy?”

“Sure, I am.”

“But?” She leaned back. “Ned?”

He shrugged, then nodded. “Well, I kinda had thought, I might want to, how do they say it? Ask you out?”

“You did?”

“Yeah.” He smiled. “But I wasn’t sure, since you asked me to be your partner in this business stuff.” He sighed. “I’m happy you met a guy, Lisa. I hope you can make it work. Don’t worry about me. I’m happy to be a friend.”

“Okay, Ned.” She reached out and held his hand for a moment. “I’m glad to know how you feel about me. I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Thanks.”

“Sure.” She let go of his hand. “I think maybe we ought to change the subject.”

“Yeah, go ahead.”

“Okay. Well, the Mayor of Meade City has suggested that I assemble some sort of group to protect me when I go to other worlds.”

“You mean, like Wayne and his friends were, last year?”

“More like Wayne, the other guys, and your pals.”

“All men?”

“Yeah. What do you think?”

“How many men?”

“Dunno. I wouldn’t want a large group. After all, the point of me traveling is to get people working together, trading and such. Even if it’s me leading them, I don’t know that a dozen armed men with a young woman are going to appear friendly.”

“Probably not, though you would be pretty safe. Assuming you’d trust yourself, alone with that many men.”

“Yeah, there’s that.”

“What about fewer men?” Ned asked after a pause.

“Like, five or six? I guess I’d be giving up protection to appear less threatening.”

“Five or six men with crossbows, who also know how to handle themselves in a close scrap, they could be pretty strong. And it’s not like you can’t run back through a gate if things look bad right off.”

“No, I guess not.”

“Who you gonna ask to help you put together this group?”

“I think I’ll head back to Lone Star, and ask the Rangers. They train everyone they accept. It’s the closest thing to a military that I know of.”

“Makes sense.”

Lisa smiled. “You wouldn’t want to join up, would you?”

Ned shook his head. “I’ve given that up.”

“You sure?”

“Oh, yeah.”

***

Lisa spent the next few days around Centropolis and the town she had grown up in, Mountain View. She stayed with her father in the latter while conducting the odd business meeting in the former. She also went to her old haunt, the library in Mountain View. She read all that she could on trade agreements, treaties, and alliances. It became clear to her that it would take time to come up with something that would cover the worlds she’d been to and the towns on them. She decided it would be easier for her to think about the subject and make notes about ideas over the winter.

Maybe next year I can write the agreement, she told herself, and then see about getting people interested in it.

With that notion pushed back, Lisa turned to other topic she had discussed with Mayor Lawrence, an escort for her future journeys. She went to Lone Star and talked to the new man in charge of the Rangers, the group that kept the peace on that world. The man only came up with one name, a young Ranger named Davis Williams. They arranged for Williams to come to Fairfield as soon as his duties allowed.

As it was, that time was late on a day when the Mayors of Fairfield held their monthly meeting. Lisa had to attend, not only because her father was Mayor of Mountain View, but also because she co-owned the one major business in Centropolis, which still wasn’t big enough to have an elected town council. It was too late in the evening for Lisa to talk to Davis Williams after the meeting ended. She asked him if he would stay the night on Fairfield. He agreed and took a room with Ned in Centropolis. The next morning after breakfast she went to see him. She spoke to him alone in the office of Ned’s store.

“Quite the meeting last night,” Williams said to her. “You seem to have a lot of influence for such a little lady.”

“And I’m told you’re quite the Ranger, even though you’re only a year older than me,” she replied.

Indeed, Williams didn’t look like a hardened fighter. He was a little more than a head taller than she, which made him about average in height. He had fair hair, blue eyes, and barely a tan, unlike most of the men she knew from Lone Star. His plain white shirt and black pants covered a normal-looking body. His face suggested he might be a few years older than she was, but she knew for a fact that he was not more than one year older.

Only on close inspection would anyone seeing him think he was more than just an average young man. Not far from his chair was a crossbow; at his right hip was a small quiver with five bolts tucked inside. At his left hip was a short-sword. The hilt of a knife peeked out from the top of each of his boots. His armament spoke of a man who was either used to trouble, or was trained to expect it. That’s what made him different.

“Looks aren’t everything, Miss Herbert,” Williams said after a short pause.

“Please, call me Lisa.”

“Fine. Call me Davis. So, I’m told you’re looking for bodyguards.”

“Something like that. A few of the Mayors think I should travel to new worlds with some sort of armed escort.”

“What do you think?”

“I think I can see the need, since the more worlds I go to, the more likely it will be that I’ll come across a world severely affected by the Savage Rain. That could make them jumpy towards strangers. That could make them hostile to anyone.”

“Hell, that could have turned them into a world of outlaws.”

“True enough. On the other hand, showing up in the company of a dozen armed men might not appear reassuring, even if I’m the one giving orders.”

Davis shook his head. “Nope. Seems to me that, last year, you got as far as you did by traveling with men, women, and children. That’s a sight that’s hardly threatening, unless the kids act strange, or are armed.”

“I agree. But there was a risk to that.”

“Yeah, and it’s not something you could repeat. Well, maybe you could, but it’d have to be natural, not forced.”

“A trading group, you mean?”

“Yeah.”

“It could happen. I think now the procedure is, I arrive first, scout and gather information, then Ned or Wayne or someone else follows and starts trade. So, Davis, what are your thoughts on an escort for my scouting?”

“Well, I’m thinking of no more than five. Myself, two men with long bows, and two big guys.”

Lisa pictured the group in her mind. The men with bows made sense. They could be ready to shoot quickly, and could hold off a small group. The idea of the big men was harder for her to grasp. If they looked threatening, she’d appear threatening, and that would counter the impression she wanted to make with a small escort.

“Why the two big guys?” she asked. “Couldn’t they seem like a threat?”

Davis was quiet for a moment, then he nodded slowly. “I suppose so.”

“What about four men with bows?”

He shook his head. “Again, too much of a threat.”

“Oh, right. What if those other two were just armed with short swords, or clubs, something like that? Not bigger, just there and armed?”

“I suppose that’s not a bad idea.”

“What if they kept back, with you? The men with bows come forward with me. Would that seem like the men were there to protect me, and nothing else?”

He nodded. “I think so.”

“Let me suggest something else. Those four men, they ought to be our age or close to it.”

“Why?”

“Five young men, following the lead of a young woman. Does that seem scary to you?”

“Hardly.”

“Yet, there’s two men with bows at the ready on either side of me, and three more men behind us armed and waiting. I wouldn’t seem like someone you could push around and get away with it, would I?”

“No, you wouldn’t, Lisa.” He paused for an instant. “I’ll go you one better. Suppose we just come through the gate, looking like that. We leave our camping gear, and any horses or wagons, back on the other side. You keep the gate open long enough to introduce yourself. If there’s trouble, we can pull back. If not, we can ask to bring our stuff through, and either make camp or take up rooms at the local inn.”

Lisa gave the idea some thought. “I like it. We’d need someone on the other side of the gate with our gear. But, yeah, I can see that working. I can talk, but I’d be protected. We wouldn’t look like outlaws, but we wouldn’t seem weak, either.”

“Well, if we need someone behind with the gear, should I look for six young men instead of four?”

“Just look for young men, Davis.”

“Anything special?”

“Skill with their weapons.”

“Well, yeah, Lisa, that’s obvious. I mean, any preferences as to where I look?”

“Go to every world, Davis. First choice are young men without girlfriends, much less wives.”

“Naturally.”

“Also, keep an eye out for brains, as well as skill with weapons.”

“Why?”

“Well, so far the worlds I’ve been to fall into two types. Either the town around the gate was abandoned, or it wasn’t and is still going. If the town’s gone, we’ll have to go looking for settlements. I’d feel safer sending out someone to ride ahead, scout while staying out of sight, then coming back to report.”

Davis nodded. “That means trusting someone to stay hidden, and to have good eyes and ears, along with the smarts to figure out what he’s found. I like that. I’ll add that to my list.”

“Good.”

“Anything else?”

“Well, I think we should be dressed normally. You’ll have to give up your uniform. Don’t go back to Lone Star. You’re already on board. I’d like the rest to come from other worlds. Besides, from what I hear, some Rangers are going to be heading out to help other towns train their police.”

“That’s right. How about this, Lisa? I’ll gather up a dozen young men that I think will be the best for what we’re asking. You can talk to them, and we can put them through their paces. From that we’ll pick four.”

“Okay. We send the rest home, but with something saying that they did well enough. Maybe we keep their names around so if something happens to those first four, we’ve got backups. Or maybe, out of the rest, we draw two more to handle our supplies.”

“Sounds like a plan, Lisa.”

She stood up, and he followed her lead. “Good. I’ll draft you a letter to show to each Mayor.”

“Thanks. I’ll try to spend no longer than a day in each town. Less if the pickings are slim.”

“Fine. Note down the men you select. We’ll gather them together once you’ve finished.”

He nodded. “Yeah, that way none will get a leg up on the rest.”

“Right.”

He shook hands with her. “I’ll come back here in seven or eight days and let you know how I’m doing. I think that way we’ll know how much luck we’re going to have at putting this group together.”

“All right, Davis. If I’m not here, I’ll be at my father’s house in Mountain View. I’ll see you then.”

“See you then.”

Lisa followed Davis out of the store. She wanted to stick with him until he went through the gate. But she had to return to her father’s house. He had told her yesterday that a brother and sister had come asking for her earlier that day. They agreed to stay in Mountain View, and to wait until her meeting with Davis was over. She mounted up and rode home. Lunch wasn’t waiting for her, but the brother and sister were.

Lisa was surprised at seeing them. They were twins, both with dark hair, blue eyes, oval faces and small noses. They both had thin builds, with the girl being shorter than the boy by a hand’s breadth. The girl was maybe two hand’s breadths taller than Lisa. She was completely flat-chested, but as her brother had stubble on his cheeks, Lisa knew they had to be close to her age and not kids.

The boy was the first to speak. “Miss Herbert, I’m Brad Howard.” He offered his right hand tentatively. Lisa shook it. “This is my sister Brenda.” She shook hands with her.

Lisa motioned to the couch in her father’s living room. “Please, sit down. Call me Lisa. My father said you wanted to talk to me.”

“That’s right,” Brad said.

Lisa caught sight of the guitar sitting on the floor near the couch. “Do you play?” she asked them.

“I play. Brenda sings.”

“Can I hear something?”

He looked at his sister. She nodded. He picked up the guitar and started playing. An instant later Brenda began to sign the lines of an old song.

Lisa took in a breath. She’d heard music and singing all her life. That and storytelling were her favorite forms of entertainment. She’d heard some singing while on the road last year, and plenty of music this past year. She had heard enough to know a good voice when she heard it.

She was hearing it at that moment. Brenda Howard had a voice Lisa wasn’t just happy to hear, but eager to hear again. The girl didn’t seem to be struggling too much, as if she had natural talent along with learned ability. She looks plain, Lisa mused, but her voice makes her seem like the prettiest woman you’ll ever meet.

Once the song was over Lisa clapped. “That’s very good,” she said to Brenda. “Do you practice, or does it just come to you?”

“It comes, but I work at it,” Brenda replied.

“Well, you’re very good, both of you. So, why did you want to see me?”

“Well, we were wondering if it was possible for us to make a living with music,” Brad said. “We’re not exactly lookers. Music is pretty much all we know. We thought that, well, if we could earn something from music, or maybe travel a bit, we could make our way or find a place to settle.”

Lisa looked at them for an instant or two. “Can you read and write?”

“Sure. Have to, to learn old songs.”

“Could you tend horses? Can you drive a wagon?”

“Yeah, I think so. Why?”

“This morning I was meeting with a Ranger from Lone Star. You’ve heard of them?”

“We’ve heard all about you,” Brenda said.

“Okay. Well, he’s going to try to find some young men to travel to new worlds with me. I’d like to be safe, especially since I might be going to worlds that were really hurt by the Savage Rain.”

“Makes sense,” Brad said.

“Part of our plan is for me and my escort to go through a gate first, see what’s going on. We’re going to have horses and supplies on the world we left, ready to come through if it seems safe to stay on the new world.”

“And that’s what you want us to do?”

“Here’s what I’m thinking. Someone needs to gather up the stories of all the worlds I’ve been to. Maybe they don’t have many, but there has to be some story or song about someone who did something important. You two could collect those songs and stories. Then, if we get to a new world, you can collect their songs and stories.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s something that shows that all I want, all we want, is to help them. If they know that we’ve been through the same experiences, they’ll see similarities instead of differences.”

“A shared history,” Brenda said.

“Right.” Lisa let out a breath. She couldn’t help but let a grin creep onto her face. “And then there’s me. I can’t always take time to explain what I’ve done.”

“But maybe we could, with songs,” Brad said.

“Something like that.” Lisa raised her hands. “I don’t want to be some great hero, or anything like that. I want people to hear the truth. But maybe, if it came from your voice, Brenda, it would sound better than coming from me.”

“Your voice sounds fine,” Brenda said.

“For speaking, sure. But I can’t sing like you can. And I know that songs can express things in ways that sound better than just talking.”

“If we did that, you’d give us food and shelter?” Brad asked.

“You’d be part of our team. You’d be earning your way. I don’t know if people would give you food and shelter in exchange for your singing and playing, as good as it is. What I do know is that I could use some help, and your talents might be helpful to me.”

Lisa stood up. “You two go home and give it some thought. If you agree, then over the winter I can take you to other worlds to get some stories and songs.”

“We’ll talk it over,” Brad told Lisa as he and Brenda rose from the couch. “It sounds okay to me, but we’ll think about it first.”

“That’s all I ever ask anyone, Brad.”

 

CHAPTER 4

 

 

 

 

Lisa pulled back from Roberto to take a breath. He smiled. “Still taking your breath away?” he asked.

“Pretty much, yeah,” she said. She smiled back, leaned forward, and kissed him again.

She wanted each kiss to last as long as it could. Up to now they’d been able to get together, on average, every other week. Now spring had come. It was time for Lisa to resume her journeys through the gates.

This time around, instead of long air-stealing kisses, Lisa pecked at Roberto’s lips short and and soft. She stroked the back of his head, running her fingers through his shoulder-length dark hair. She wasn’t distracted until she felt his hands move just below her back.

She pushed back from him. “Not today, Roberto,” she whispered.

“Sure.”

They hadn’t yet, as her sister once put it, “gone all the way.” They weren’t that close, really. Only recently had Roberto taken his shirt off so Lisa could kiss his chest. She didn’t mind his hands on her butt, but she was nervous about taking off her blouse just yet.

Progress in their relationship wasn’t quite the problem at that moment. The problem was that the sun was about to set. Roberto had come to visit her on Fairfield, and he had long way to go to get home. Additionally, Lisa had to get up early to meet up with Davis and the others before resuming her exploration. There was simply no more time for fooling around.

Lisa moved back from Roberto’s lap to the edge of her bed, the romantic mood dented if not broken. “I guess it’s time you started for home.”

He glanced out her bedroom window. “Yeah, I guess so.”

She touched his knee. “It’s always great to see you.”

He took her hand. “Just see me?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah. So, when do we get to ‘see’ each other again?”

She sighed. “That’s the question I’ve been dreading to think about.”

He sighed as well. “Me, too.”

There was no question that they would be going in different directions. Some time back the suggestion of him joining her had come up. They dismissed the idea easily. Roberto didn’t want to carry a weapon and be a bodyguard. Lisa knew their presence on her journeys would be a distraction to both of them doing whatever the situation required. They agreed that the chance of them getting caught making out “on the road” might cause tension in the group.
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