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CHING, CHING, CHING. 

The bells on the horses’ harnesses set the pace for the arrival song heralding their entrance into town. Willow sat tall on the wagon’s seat, full of excitement and anticipation. This was the beginning of a new endeavor, the start to a whole new career for her, and she had to admit to a bit of nervousness behind all the elation.

The trumpet was a bit sharp to her ears, and the accordion was a beat behind, but they were getting better with practice. She led the arrival song, loud and clear, all the voices joining in volume if not exactly harmony. The drum, this time, was spot on, and she felt a rising pride in how good they must look marching down the road.

Two pairs of Heavy Silvers pulled the big Circuit wagon which held the exchange and mail booths, storage lockers and rows of seats along the top. The horses were large and muscular with mottled gray coats and pale gray manes and tails. Powerful and intelligent, they were the first thing that had drawn her to the Circuit. They were beautiful and fully aware of it. Their coats had been brushed until they shone, with manes and tails falling like silk. Heads high, bells ringing, they looked magnificent.

Willow could feel the people gathering ahead on the road that led into the town of Longview. Her father, Wisp, had taught her how to use her mental skills, even though she had a few extra abilities that he hadn’t seen before. She knew how to open her senses without becoming overwhelmed by the presence of too many people. It was a skill he had perfected, so that he could live in a community. And she was grateful to have had him as a teacher, guiding her through the challenges as her skills manifested. Reaching her senses down the road, she was glad to feel a general welcome and excitement that matched her own. Her crew seemed to feel it too. She felt their spirits rise in anticipation.

Things were different this time around. She had been out on the Circuit wagons many times, but this was her first along this route. First time with this crew and first time this early in the year, but the greatest difference was that she was the Circuit Boss. Anything and everything that happened along this circuit would be her responsibility. It was up to her to make sure they got profitable exchanges, fulfilled their duties to the outlying towns and kept her crew out of trouble. Since it was the early spring circuit, she didn’t expect too many problems. Each season had its own peculiarities and expectations, but spring was one of her favorites. They had seeds to deliver and some livestock that they’d picked up from the train station along with the mail. At every stop, the wagon would be cheered into town in anticipation of the good things it brought.

Beside her on the wagon seat, William Winter, the Judge, sat stern and silent in his black coat and hat. He was only in his mid-thirties, but his hair had already begun to go gray, and he had deep lines on his face that made him look annoyed all the time. Willow thought it came from all the hours he’d spent studying law with her uncle Nick. She knew that something bad had happened to William a long time ago. When she’d tried to learn more about it, her father had told her it wasn’t any of her business. However, that bad experience had made William determined to become a judge. He had only been doing it a few years, but he had a reputation as someone who was very careful and always fair. She was proud to have him on her crew.

The trumpet cut off, and the drumming stumbled a little. They were at the Gathering Place, and she’d almost missed the turn. She belatedly called out the orders to stop the music and have the crew prepare for set up. The Heavies pulled the big wagon into the open space with the Pantry wagon coming around behind them.

“Can’t daydream like that,” William murmured.

“Sorry,” she said, biting her lip. He wasn’t really in charge, she was, but he was a lot older and had more experience than she did. She appreciated his gentle reminder.

She climbed down from the driver’s seat ready to sort out the chaos of set-up. Each Gathering Place was different but arranged on the same plan. There was a parking area for the big wagon, pantry wagon and any supplementary wagons, a latrine, water pump, sheltered tables for eating, a horse line, corrals for livestock and a large cleared area for their tents. The Menagerie crew, in charge of animals, had their dogs moving the livestock into the waiting corrals. Sheep and goats were making a racket with the dogs yipping behind them. The rest of the crew was already locking the wheels and shifting panels on the big wagon. Regardless of their actual titles–guards, medical, cook, judge–everyone had a setup and takedown chore.

Brilliantly engineered with hidden gears and multiple panels, the long side of the wagon opened up into two booths, one for exchanges and one for mail. Each had a long counter behind which were rows of drawers and cubbies of all sizes and shapes. Right now many of those spaces were empty, waiting for exchanges to come in. Willow loved being in the exchange with all the wooden surfaces worn to a soft patina from the touch of many hands, the smell of the notebooks and ink. She loved talking to people and evaluating the goods.

“Boss?” The mayor of Longview, wearing his badge of office, approached through the growing crowd. He was peering at the crew as if trying to ascertain who was in charge. She’d heard he was easy to work with, but he looked a bit like a disgruntled toad.

She waved. “It’s me, Mayor Booker.” She always tried to get the names of the people she’d be meeting. During the previous circuits, she’d seen that it made a big difference in how well the townies treated the crew. Even though the Circuit brought essentials, medicine, mail and news, not everyone treated them as the self-contained unit that they were. She’d seen mayors and bosses go head to head over trivial matters.

“Oh, it’s Willow Rahara, isn’t it?” Booker said.

“Yes, sir,” she said feeling pleased he’d read the flyers, despite feeling the slight hesitation behind his words.

“Who’s your judge?” he asked craning his neck to try to see above the milling crowd.

“William Winter,” she said, trying to locate him with her mind. “He’s by the goat pen.”

“Thank you. We’ve got a nasty one for him,” Mayor Booker said before marching off.

She didn’t like the sound of that. Micah, the captain of her guards, was setting the strong box of tokens behind the counter of the exchange booth. She went over to have a word. Micah was close to William’s age, but they didn’t seem to get along that well. They had a certain respect for one another, but weren’t all that friendly. She put it down to the fact that neither man was very friendly to anyone in general.

Unlike William, Micah had an open, friendly face. Both he and William had been in and out of High Meadow her entire life. They felt like family even though she didn’t know either of them that well. Micah kept his dark hair short and sported a tightly trimmed beard. He’d been a guard on the circuits for a long time. She was relieved to have him on her crew.

“Have you got a minute?” she asked him.

Micah called Simon over to take his place. Simon and his twin brother Rowan were the youngest guards at sixteen years old, but they were built like their father Kyle, large and strong. They made imposing guards. Despite being brawny, Simon was light on his feet and surprisingly graceful. Willow didn’t mind working with him in the tight confines of the exchange.

Micah walked away from the crowd, beckoning Willow to a quieter spot. “Problem?”

“I think Mayor Booker may be giving us a prisoner for transport.”

“Hmm.” Micah squinted out across the crowd.

“He’s over with William by the goat pen.”

Micah gave her a nod of thanks before heading over there.

Willow noted his aura shifting slightly. It was a skill that she was still learning how to use. Her father had told her that she might be learning her whole life because as she got more life experience, she’d understand more nuances. Colors swirled around every person in different measure. She understood the simple ones of joy, hate, love, but people were rarely filled with just one emotion. Figuring out how to read a flowing aura with the sunshine yellow of love tainted with the deep violet of anxiety, but flecked with the leaf green of happiness was difficult. Especially since that could change in a minute as a person remembered or engaged with someone. She had learned to rely more on her empathy than her special sight.

Micah’s aura was static right now. She wasn’t sure what that meant, but it seemed that he felt a little bored. It was the first day in the first town on the circuit. She couldn’t imagine why he would be bored. She looked around at the crowd lining up and the crew at their duties. Nearly everyone here had top notes of happiness.

A long line had started at the mail booth even though they hadn’t put up the flag to indicate they were open. Katrina, Willow’s assistant, would work the mail booth. The Boss always ran the exchange. The success or failure of the Circuit would lie with the Boss’s ability to make a profit. Aside from all the other duties and services that the Circuit fulfilled, the exchanges were at the heart of it. To keep the Circuits running, every Boss needed to make a profit.

Willow entered the Exchange but didn’t raise the shutters on the counter. She rearranged her workspace until it suited her, placing the journals to one side and hanging the scales. She wiped the counter and did a quick check of the shelves and drawers of all different sizes and the assortment of containers for whatever came in.

Simon stood in the tiny alcove built for the guard. He filled up the space, armed and ready for any trouble. Willow could hear the rumble of the crowd as they chatted in the line. It was going to be a long day, and she couldn’t wait.
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JANE GATHERED HER EQUIPMENT and log books, taking her time, to make sure that her tent was ready before she got there. Well-designed, the medical tent only took two people to set it up. Her assistant and one of the crew could take care of it while she took supplies from the lockers on the back of the big wagon.

When she was ready, she pulled on her official vest, dark red with a small white heart above her own and a larger one on the back that identified her as the Circuit Doc. Slashes on the shoulder indicated her decades of experience. The second one was brand new, and she was feeling very proud about that. She’d been a circuit Doc for a long time, but every run had its own peculiarities. Some runs had been boring; some packed with errors and delays. There was no knowing ahead of time how each one would play out.

She liked Willow and hoped that this run wasn’t too strenuous for a first-timer. Considering her parents, Wisp and Bridget, Jane didn’t doubt that she’d be, at the very least, competent. But a circuit had a life of its own. Strange things happened at the least expected time. This run wouldn’t be any different just because the Boss had a few unusual skills.

Jane ran a skilled eye over the crowd forming in the Gathering Place. The villagers were lean but not looking undernourished. That should indicate that there weren’t any obvious inequities in the food distribution here. No one appeared ill, weak or fragile. Part of her work was to collect the lists of births and deaths to send back to the Statistics Department at High Meadow along with her assessment of the general health of the town. For some places, the Circuit Doc was the only medical care they’d see all year.

Children wandered freely through the crowd. All of them looked reasonably clean for the end of a warm day, well fed and content. Seeing healthy children always made her wonder what would have happened to her if a quirky, gentle man with a cart full of train food hadn’t lured her to safety so many years ago. She would always be thankful to Ted and Nixie for their unending kindness. It was their selfless example that had made her want to give back by studying medicine and working on the circuit.

And with that thought, she turned to work. The medical tent was up before the sleeping tents had even been unpacked. She gave Willow organizational points for that. This crew seemed to have a lot of youngsters, and that could get problematic. But a professional tone had been set right away, and that should bode well for the rest of the run.

Jane had worked on circuits where the crew was so disorganized she’d had to ask her patients to lend a hand to set up the tent. Lisa, her assistant, brought over the folding exam table, and Jane helped her set it up. Small boned and frail-looking, Lisa was surprisingly strong. Together they hung the panels dividing the tent into cubicles. Then Jane told Lisa to plant the red banner with the white heart on it at the corner of the tent. That was the signal that they were open.

As Jane organized her exam area, Lisa brought in a crate of supplies. There were salves, tinctures, herbs and poultices that they had for sale. Jane set them up on a small folding table. Small towns like this might have a midwife, but that was the extent of their healthcare. So the small remedies that the Circuit brought were very important in the day to day. The Circuits only came through three times a year – spring summer and fall. Anyone with a more serious problem would have to try to get to a larger town or to the hospital at High Meadow.

The exam room was simple with just the table and two chairs. The exam table had storage shelves underneath and a slender tray that extended along the side. Everything about the Circuit had been carefully and efficiently designed by the best minds Angus could find.

Jane would make notes on a clipboard of any especially interesting or unusual cases to add to her journal that evening. As the Spring Circuit Doc, she would probably see chronic conditions that had started in the winter. It was her responsibility to keep a detailed report on the Circuit towns. She would be referring back to the Fall Circuit Doc’s notes on each town. Any sign of recurring issues would be reported directly to the new Medical Authority.

Lisa had started her spiel about waiting in line, so Jane was warned of the first patient. She put away the last of the supplies before stepping around the privacy panel to gesture her readiness to her assistant. There was a line forming out the door. They might need to bring the benches down from the top of the wagon if a lot of people were waiting.

A stocky woman, looking annoyed marched toward her. “It’s infected,” the woman announced holding out a swollen hand.

“Sit.” Jane indicated a chair, and her day began in earnest
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MICAH WENT OVER TO the goat pen where William had been brooding. That man was always brooding about something. He’d know William for years, and he’d always been too serious, and when he’d been younger, maybe a little too eager for revenge. He’d always been the first to pick up arms in a crisis and the last to put them down. It was no surprise to Micah when William asked to be a circuit judge. Life could be so much more interesting than dealing with a dry as dust law book. But becoming a judge had changed William, made him quieter and more solemn. And Micah had to admit that he was very good at his job.

Mayor Booker had pulled William aside and was bending his ear about something. He rambled on while William just nodded. Melody, William’s assistant, was watching him with the adoring eyes of a lonely puppy. Micah knew that was a disaster waiting to happen. William was a loner and twice her age. That eventual confrontation was going to be messy. There were always some infatuations, flirting and hurt feelings on a circuit. It couldn’t be avoided when you were with a small group of people all day, every day, for weeks on end. He hoped that William’s continued indifference would cool her off. It wasn’t the best way to manage it, but it might work.

Micah had been working the circuits since they’d started. Part of him was looking for a special place, something unique and out of the ordinary. Despite crossing the country in every direction, he still hadn’t found the right place to settle. Every year he hoped that he’d pull into a town that would suit him perfectly, but he hadn’t found one yet. And it certainly wouldn’t be Longview. Just one look at the mayor let him know this wasn’t his kind of town.

As Booker walked away, Micah made sure that William saw him, but stayed at the goat pen to watch the argument over the livestock. It never failed to amuse him that people got so possessive about animals that weren’t even theirs yet. To Micah’s eyes, they all looked exactly the same, but that wouldn’t stop some fool from insisting on picking their own. This Circuit had a very special person in the Menagerie crew: Jake Rahara. He was Willow’s younger brother and had peculiar skills all his own. According to rumor, he could talk to animals. So he’d been put in charge of doling out livestock. That might make things a little more interesting.

They were only one day out on the circuit, and Micah was already feeling bored. That wasn’t a good sign for the remaining two and a half months on the road. This was Willow’s first run, so things might go sideways at some point. And sometimes that could be very interesting. But her parents, Wisp and Bridget, were legends. He knew they would have taught her how to deal with just about every exigency. She had pale blonde hair that hung down her back and bright green eyes that made her look like a tall, thin fairy. He hoped she was stronger than she appeared.

Micah looked around to locate his guards. They hadn’t fallen into a rhythm yet. He needed to get used to his men and get to know their foibles. There were a lot of siblings on this circuit. It remained to be seen as to whether that would become a problem. Rowan and Simon Maxwell were bruisers and well trained, he hoped their young age wouldn’t lead to extra mistakes. They were only sixteen, but both were very serious about their jobs.

Mason Asbury was eighteen, and this was his second circuit, so he had a bit of experience. He was a triplet, and Sam the Circuit Vet was from his clutch. Their father, Martin, was still in charge of security at High Meadow, so they had been raised with a little extra awareness. Micah knew he’d be relying on Mason a lot. And in a pinch, he might be able to call on Sam. He couldn’t imagine that any son of Martin’s wouldn’t be well trained with weapons.

Bernard Farmer was almost as big as the Maxwell brothers. A triplet also, he was from farming stock and had grown up working hard. His parents, Mary and Joshua had been good to Micah during the troubled times of his youth. Mary had been in the kitchen at High Meadow when he’d first gotten there and had slipped him treats from time to time. He’d watched Bernard grow up and had a good feeling about him. Even though he was a triplet also, he didn’t seem to mind being on his own. Bernard was the same age as Mason and had already worked two circuits.

Despite being a very young crew, Micah would hold them all to the same standards. They had to get along and do their jobs properly. If need be, Micah could ask for replacements when they got to Markle Station, but that was almost two weeks away. He hoped that they would be a solid unit by then. If he couldn’t work out the knots in two weeks, he’d be in trouble.

The argument over the goats boiled up from hissed insults to shouts. Fists would be next. “Simmer down,” Micah drawled. “You know it’s already been sorted out. The exchange booth’s got its flag up. Go get your cards.”

There was a rush with pushing and cursing as the younger men headed for the exchange booth to pay for the livestock and get a ticket to present at the corrals. An older man, leaning on the railing gave Micah a friendly nod before sedately following the stampede. Lines were forming up at the exchange, the mail booth and the medical tent. The spring circuit was always a little frantic. People had been isolated over the winter and were eager to hear the news and see some faces that they hadn’t been seeing for months on end.

“Micah,” William said as he came to stand next to him at the fence.

“Problem?” he asked, but already knew the answer.

“Possibly. Got a repeat offender to take to Markle.”

“Thief? Conman?”

William’s normal look of brooding sharpened into a scowl. “Murderer.”

And the trip just got a little more interesting.
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WILLOW PLACED THE BIG books of commodity rates out on the dropdown shelf between the booths where people could look through them before coming up to the counter. The Circuit Company established all the exchange rates at the beginning of the year to ensure fair play for everyone. Willow thought it helped keep the peace. It also let people see what would earn the most tokens.

Gathering Places usually had a few tables for people to socialize while they were waiting for the lines to thin out. A stack of the latest Directories was already over by the mail counter. It was a book of all the new merchants and how to contact them, a map of the latest territories and who was in charge. Also a listing of any particular rules one had to obey while crossing through those territories.

A line was forming in front of her closed window, but no one seemed annoyed, yet. The arrival of the circuit wagon was a festival time. People brought a picnic expecting to spend the whole day. Some stops had full fairs that were set up as soon as the wagon arrived. Willow took a quick walk around the camp to make sure that everything was being done according to Circuit Company regulations. The livestock for sale was properly penned. The horses were under a tarp shelter and settling in for a rest. The dogs were hunkered down watching the crowds. Katrina had opened the mail window and was doing a brisk business. Satisfied that all was in order, Willow went back to her counter.

Simon was waiting, tucked into his alcove, so he’d be out of her way. She pushed up the shutters and people scrambled into a single line stretching out to the road. “Good morning,” she said cheerfully and got some smiles and waves in return.

The day started with some easy exchanges. The first man handed in three crowbars and two shovel blades. Willow opened her commodity book to check the prices, then counted out the tokens and bits. The man seemed very pleased with the pay out. Simon stored the tools for her as she logged them in her ledger.

“Any purchases?” she asked.

The man eyed the coins in his hand. “Not yet.”

The next customer was an older woman struggling with a heavy basket filled with jars. Simon reached over the counter to help her set it down. Willow picked one up. “Jam?” she asked.

“That one’s elderberry,” the woman said proudly. “I’ve got four cherry, six elderberry and three grape.”

Willow checked each jar, but they looked clean. Each had a label, and the seal seemed tight. Homemade products didn’t have a very good exchange rate. She found the proper page in the commodity book for jams and counted out the single token and eight bits a little uneasily. But the woman beamed at her.

“More than I hoped,” she said happily.

“Any purchases?” Willow asked.

The woman gazed at the stocked shelves behind Willow. “I’ll be back a little later.”

Simon packed the jars into crates that were partitioned and padded to store breakables. “I might want to buy one of these,” he said in a low voice for her ears only.

“Be careful.” It was always a risk buying food from people you didn’t know. She marked them in the ledger.

The next customer was a sour looking man with a grim woman standing a step behind him. He put a bundle of leather straps and five pots of glue on the counter. The leather was badly tanned and had a musky odor. One of the glue pots was only half full. Willow untied the bundle to lay the straps out on her counter, despite the smell.

“That one’s rotten,” Simon said looking over her shoulder.

She appreciated his comment. It gave her an opening. “We don’t exchange for goods that have gone bad.” She pulled three slimy straps out of the group, then paused, hoping Simon might indicate one she missed. He grunted an agreement. She handed them back to the customer.

The man took them but dangled them over the counter. “I worked on these all winter,” he grumbled. He held the straps out as if she might take them back.

Willow stood her ground. “They’re rotted.”

“Fine,” he snapped, throwing them to the ground.

She counted out the proper number of tokens and bits.

“That’s it?”

“Inferior goods exchange at a lower rate,” Willow said tonelessly. This was usually where the trouble began. She heard the creak of leather behind her and envisioned Simon crossing his brawny arms over his well-tanned leather vest with an intimidating scowl. He was very good at that.

“Any purchases?” Willow asked, as she noted the exchange in the ledger.

“Not from you,” the customer sneered.

The next couple in line waited for Willow to wipe down her counter before laying out their goods. Three beautifully tanned rabbit skins and a box full of hand carved bone beads. Fierce pride poured off the man as he arranged the items for her to inspect. The colors in his aura swirled too rapidly for her to take a reading. The woman that stood with him radiated such love it brought tears to Willow’s eyes. Her aura glowed golden and green. They were thin, but sinewy. Not starving, but dangerously close to the edge.

Willow paged through the books calculating the exchange. She moved the goods to one side putting the coins in the center of the counter. “Any purchases?”

The sight of the pile of coins made them both light up with gladness. “Seeds,” the man said.

As he called them out, Willow put each packet or sack on the counter and moved the appropriate coins over to the side with the skins and beads. Oats, carrots, beans, the man seemed to be making good choices. When he’d finished reading off a list, there was still a token and four bits left. They looked at each other, then back to Willow. “How much for chicks?”

“Five bits for ten,” she glanced at the livestock sheet. “I’ve got a spare nanny-goat for a token.”

There was a stunned silence. Both auras flickered uneasily, shrinking inward with indecision. Willow could feel their surprise and creeping alarm. If they used up all their spring circuit money, they could get more than they envisioned. But that left them without any coin.

The man looked over at the medic tent. “We’ve got some other purchases to make.”

“Two bits will get you four chicks. That’s a good start,” Willow suggested.

“Yes,” the woman blurted. “That’ll work.”

Willow wrote out a ticket for the chicks while they loaded all their purchases into a backpack. “Check in with the menagerie around back.”

“That was a good one,” Simon murmured as the couple walked away.

Willow grinned back at him. “Feels good seeing that, doesn’t it?”
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THE DAY WAS TURNING out to be a busy one in the medical tent. Jane had Lisa tending to minor injuries while she dealt with the more complicated ones. It seemed like this town had been saving up all their problems for the Circuit Doc. There were some problems that she had to look up in the circuit journals. All of the docs kept journals that were copied and shared over the winter. Each one was sorted by ailment with treatment and outcomes recorded. Some outcomes were tracked over two or three circuits. Those were the best notes. There were plenty of old medical books that might tell you how to diagnose a problem, but the remedies they suggested were no longer at hand. The only medicine available was what could be concocted from herbs, vegetables and the occasional drop of moonshine. Although there was a small lab in High Meadow that was making penicillin and morphine, most of that went to the hospital.

“Try this,” Jane said to a woman suffering from stomach pain.

Her patient took a sack of herbs reluctantly. “Is it peppermint? Because this isn’t just indigestion,” she said warily sniffing it.

“No it’s a mixture of herbs with anti-inflammatory properties. It will get any swelling down which should ease the discomfort. Now let’s talk about your diet.” They had a whispered discussion because half the town was waiting on the other side of a thin canvas wall. Some had brought their own folding chairs knowing the wait might be long.

Circuit docs weren’t supposed to do big medicine. There was a real hospital at High Meadow now where they were taking difficult cases and even doing surgery. The original intent was simply for a medic to document the state of health in small far-flung villages. But that soon changed because the towns that the circuit came to often didn’t have a doctor or clinic of their own. Jane’s job was more than just taking the pulse of the community. Circuit Docs never knew what they might be walking into.

After treating two cases of sore joints, a couple of sprains, two infected wounds and a bad case of poison ivy, Jane was hoping for a break. Someone had set up a fried dough stand. The aroma was making her stomach growl. She came out from behind the canvas panel to find that the waiting area was finally empty. Lisa was doing a booming business at the remedy counter. They had ready-made tinctures, powders, poultices and salves for sale. She went over to check on her.

“We’re low on willow bark powder,” Lisa said in between customers.

Jane checked the baskets of supplies making a mental list. Then she headed to the wagon, but had to walk right past the line for the fried dough stand. She felt her pockets looking for coins. Her hand pulled out six bits. A few more entrepreneurs had set up stands. There was a booth of local baked goods, their neighbor was selling hot coffee in handmade pottery mugs, also for sale, and the next one had a big pot of chili, but you had to bring your own bowl and utensils.

Feeling extravagant, Jane went for the fried dough. She put down her bits and received a hot greasy delicacy wrapped in a small square of paper. It was drizzled with sorghum syrup and sprinkled with some spices. After a bite, she guessed it was coriander and one of the lemon flavored herbs, maybe lemon basil. She devoured it in too few bites. It wasn’t often that she ate food like this. And by the end of the circuit, she’d be tired of the festival food that sprang up when a circuit wagon was in town. But just now, it was a delicious treat.

She licked her fingers on her way to the medic’s storage locker at the back of the wagon. Micah waved her down, stopping her at the side of the wagon.

“I just wanted to warn you,” Micah said. “We’ll be carrying a prisoner.”

“Does he need medical treatment?” Jane asked. She hated that part of the circuit. All of the wagons could be conscripted to carry criminals to the next train station where they would be sent out to the hard labor prison in the badlands.

“No. It’s not that. He’s a killer.” Micah reached out to touch her arm, but let his hand fall short.

She appreciated that he remembered that she didn’t like to be touched. “What did Willow say?” Jane asked. Knowing the Boss’s skills, Jane worried that this might be an especially hard trip for her.

“She hasn’t heard the particulars yet.”

“Where is he?”

“They’re holding him in their jail until we’re ready to leave.”

“If he doesn’t need medical attention, it’s got nothing to do with me,” she said firmly. “Lisa needs these supplies.” She walked away quickly.

A dozen feelings crammed into her chest making her feel dull-witted and heavy. She had her own opinions about the prison. And she’d had a dozen arguments about it with various people, but it all came down to the cold, hard fact that everyone had to pay their dues to society. The labor that was required of the prisoners was actually just the construction projects for the train authority. They were trying to get the line working through the badlands. Prisoners paid for their upkeep with labor. It was considered an equitable exchange by most people. Jane just feared that the system could get too easily corrupted.
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Chapter 6   
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JAKE LOOKED THROUGH the crate of chickens carefully picking out the best for the customer. He had a small cardboard box with a perforated top just for small purchases. The couple had a very good feel about them, so Jake felt glad handing over some of his animals. They had only gotten four chicks, so Jake made sure to pick a rooster for them.

“I’ve got a runt that needs some care,” Jake offered. He always tried to find good homes for the special ones, and this couple felt just right. He carefully scooped out the chick with the bad leg. “They’ll peck her to death by the time we get to the next town.”

“How much?” asked the woman.

“Nobody wants a runt,” Jake explained. “She’s free.”

The couple came closer to look at the fluffy chick. “Seems okay,” the man said warily.

“She’s got a bad leg, so she isn’t very fast. You’d have to keep an eye on her to make sure she’s getting her share of food. Comes from a good line of layers. Give her a chance, and she might be a good producer.”

“How can you tell it’s a female?” the woman asked.

“I just know,” Jake said. He knew three different ways to physically check for the sex on a chick, but he could just feel it in his bones.

There was that look between the man and woman. He’d seen it often enough. Not many people understood the link he had with animals. Even his father was hard pressed sometimes to help him learn how best to use his skills. And Sam the Vet, who he was apprenticed to, didn’t always believe him.

“I think we should,” the woman said.

Jake put the runt in a separate box. “Keep her separate for a few days until she gets a little stronger.” When he felt the little pop of joy from the couple, he knew he’d picked the right people.

Then there was a cranky man who didn’t want the sheep he’d ordered. “I said a ram,” the man groused.

“This is a ram,” Jake assured him.

“A scrawny one.”

“He’s been off his feed since we got him off the train. I don’t think he liked traveling. But once you get him settled, he’ll be fine,” Jake said.

“How do you know?”

Jake couldn’t say that he felt it in his bones. This poor little guy was feeling totally confused. “He’s young. I think he’s still missing his mama. Have you got other sheep at home?”

“I do.”

“Then he should be fine.”

It took a little more coaxing before the man finally agreed to take the animal. Jake was glad to see it go. Its distress was unsettling the rest of the livestock.

Sam had gone to check over the Heavy Silvers saying he wanted to make sure that they didn’t have any harness sores or stones in their shoes. Jake could have told him that the horses were fine, but Sam insisted on doing a careful inspection. That left Jake to conduct his own inspection. He made sure the rest of the chicks had feed and water, then the sheep and goats. The corrals had been well sited. The ground was dry, and the fence was strong. Jake made sure they had what the needed.

The dogs were lying in the shade under a tree by the corral watching the livestock and the people. They had been fed this morning and wouldn’t get anything else until the evening meal, so they were fine for now. Jake went over to pat them. They were Gray Herders, tall, lean dogs that were incredibly smart. They were easy to train and hard workers. Even though the Heavy Silvers were beautiful, and the lambs and chicks were cute, Jake loved the dogs the most.

Celia, the other Vet apprentice, came over to slump down next to the dogs. “Did you see that guy who carried his sheep away one at a time?” she said with a giggle.

Jake snorted. “It’s a good thing he only had four of them.” He leaned back against Dusty, the biggest, oldest dog. He’d known him since he was a pup.

Celia leaned against the trunk of a tree. She and Sam were the same age, and sometimes Jake thought she was more interested in Sam than learning how to be an animal doctor. Even though Sam was only eighteen, he’d been apprenticed early and had been working on his own for two years. He was so good with animals, Jake wondered if he had a bit of the same skills Jake had. The Gray Flu had changed people. It wasn’t just Wisp’s children that were showing unusual abilities.

If he was lucky, Jake hoped to be able to follow the same track as Sam. He was fourteen now, and in two years time, he planned to have a practice of his own.

“People are nuts,” Celia said, pulling him out of his daydreaming. “Did you get any of the fried dough?”

“Nope,”

“Me neither.” Celia skinned back her unruly hair, but it just sprang back into a mass of black curls around her face. She had her mother Jean’s dark hair and her father, Nick’s green eyes. “Where’s Sam?”

“With the Heavies.”

“Of course. I think he likes those horses more than...” she didn’t finish her sentence, but Jake knew what she was thinking and it didn’t take any special skills to figure it out. She was almost as bad as her sister, Melody, always thinking about boyfriends. He thought there were much more interesting things on the circuit than that.

He checked his pockets for coins. The dogs sniffed at his fingers as if anticipating a treat. “I’m going to get some fried dough.”
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Chapter 7   
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MICAH BRUSHED DOWN his horse before saddling him. Dart seemed as eager to leave as he was. The three days at Longview had gone quickly. He’d kept a careful eye on everything, but this had been a simple, boring stop. Now the collection of livestock was thinned out. The types of goods in the store changed slightly with the seeds and hard goods going out and unusual handmade items coming in. Jane hadn’t had any difficult patients. And William had had an easy time of it. There had been a potentially contentious trial brewing over a land boundary. The brook which marked the separation between neighboring farms had moved during the last storm season. While Micah prepared for a flat out battle, William managed to come to a fair and reasonable solution.

Sometimes Micah hated how fair and reasonable William could be.

Longview was only a day’s ride from their starting point at the White Bluffs train station which made it a bit more civilized than some of the other towns. A little further into the countryside, things might offer up a few more surprises. Micah preferred it that way. It was much too boring when everything went to plan.

The menagerie kids were harnessing up the wagon horses while Willow and Katrina were closing up the booths. Micah loved watching all the gears and levers that slid the modules in together. It was a feat of engineering that turned a big box into two stores with ingenious storage along the sides and lockers on the back wall for gear and animal feed. Today he got to watch, but everyone had a circuit job along with their regular job. He’d be helping set up camp tonight when they stopped.

Since they would have a prisoner on this run, the small holding cell was unfolded on the back. It had a bench that was long enough to sleep on and enough head room for a man to stand. They could handle a maximum of three prisoners at a time, but that would be an uncomfortable squeeze. Micah had asked why they didn’t make it larger, and Martin had said three was cutting it close with only the standard five guards for a circuit. There was interesting and then there was dangerous, Micah always deferred to Martin’s greater experience.

When Mayor Booker had said they had a criminal, Micah had expected a trial, but none was needed. The prisoner had been caught in the act of murdering an entire household, three old men, an old woman and a dog. One of the neighbors had heard the commotion and called for help. The town guard and three neighbors saw him standing over the bodies with a bloody knife. He admitted to his crimes, so there was no need for a trial. Another disappointment for Micah. He had hoped for a little drama.

He took Bernard and Mason with him to collect the killer. They were the oldest of his guards at eighteen. This whole crew was on the young side, but they were well trained. They wouldn’t be allowed on the circuit if they hadn’t successfully passed through all the proper training. Bernard had the shoulders of a blacksmith and towered over Micah. Mason was lean, but all muscle and bone. Despite their youth, he trusted them completely.

“Is he dangerous?” Bernard asked.

“He’ll be handcuffed the whole time,” Micah assured him.

“I could cause some damage while handcuffed,” Mason said in an undertone.

“Then you’ll know what to watch for,” Micah snapped back. He didn’t doubt that Mason had gotten some extra training from his father, Martin, who had been the head of security at High Meadow from the beginning.

Micah’s father had worked in the lumber mill up in Barberry Cove until the kidnapping that had put Micah on the road with all the abandoned children left behind by the press gangs. A mixture of emotions clouded those memories. He’d led a parade of kids and babies down to High Meadow with a bad storm coming on and no other way to get help. Seeing the van coming towards them through the rain, Wisp and Martin bursting out to gather in the children and the aching relief of handing over responsibility to competent adults, all of it tainted with anger, resentment and stark terror. That day haunted him. He’d been too close to failure. If Wisp hadn
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