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Willow heard the arrival song and walked to the window of her office. She had negotiated an agreement with the Circuit Company to be a storage area for the wagons and horses over the winter season. Jake had been flustered by the additional responsibilities, but she’d promised to help him hire on some new people. It brought more money into the town at a time when they really needed it.

She had invested so much in this town, and they had made such little progress over the past few months. Summer had brought in a terrific harvest, and the stores were bursting at the seams. That had reassured some of the residents that it wouldn’t be a hungry winter. But there were still too many that were worried about the lack of jar food, or what they might be required to do to get what they needed to survive. Convincing this town to crawl out from beneath the tortuous shadow cast from the Washburns was still an ongoing endeavor.

Now the leaves were falling and with the change in season came a slew of other problems to deal with. She wished she could hold winter off just a bit longer to get her plans in gear, but nature would not bend to her will.

The arrival song got louder as the wagons approached. She loved this place, and the work she was doing here, but the Circuit music called to her and made her think that there might be one more circuit in her future.

Curious people were lining the street to see what was coming. When the wagons came in sight, Willow noticed that there had been another change in design. More streamlining and they were colorfully painted drawing the eye. The Silvers marched in time to the music with their bells ringing out brightly. The crew had two trumpets and a great big drum, so their sound carried for blocks. The kitchen cart had a matched pair of high-stepping chestnuts that were just as impressive. 

The music got her blood up. She hurried outside to catch one of the buses that was scheduled to follow. People were watching, and she wanted them to see something fun and enjoyable. This wasn’t an invasion. It was a celebration.

Circuit Day had always been a fair day when she’d been on the wagons. They’d roll into town, and a party would start. This town might not be ready for that, but she’d do her best. It would be the last stop for this crew, and they were probably weary, but she hoped they would put on a good face for a few more days. Then they’d catch the train back to High Meadow to put in their reports. She didn’t envy them that part of the job.

After the Kitchen Cart came a long line of livestock. All of them were for her town, and she was proud to see all those high-quality animals. She boarded the bus which was already crowded and noisy with anticipation and speculation. There was a tentative air of festivity forming in the air. As with everything, the people of this town were reticent and suspicious, but the children were excited, and that drew the adults into the fun.

Out by the arena, Everett had built a staging area with a garage for the wagons, a shelter for the horses and corrals for the livestock. Since he’d been on the circuit, he knew the sort of things that were necessary. Each parking space had a sign, so the wagons could pull in without asking directions. Willow was proud of the facilities they’d prepared. And across from there, the market booths had been set up. Izzy and the bakers each had a food booth. She’d put Ellen in charge of it and was surprised to see how many new faces had set up food and drinks.

She watched the circuit crew jump into action setting up the quarters and exchange. They didn’t need to open the mail section. A few people lined up right away. She thought they might be looking for something that they couldn’t get through the exchange in town. Or maybe they were just curious.

Jake and Jane came out of the hospital to meet their counterparts. Willow greeted the boss, a man she’d met a few times, and made introductions. But it all felt a little flat. She was missing Connor. He’d taken Mitch back to High Meadow for his final test on the Judge apprenticeship. She hadn’t been surprised that Mitch wanted to become a Judge, just a little disappointed at how much of Connor’s time he’d taken up.

She and Connor were both so busy that she didn’t get to spend as much time with him as she’d like. Even if he was in town, she didn’t know if she’d have time to see him. When she wasn’t in meetings or out inspecting progress on some new endeavor, she was falling into bed so tired she fell asleep in seconds. It was putting a strain on their relationship. And it was a burden she couldn’t carry much longer. Working every hour of the day would burn her out if she kept it up.

A cow tried to escape, and it turned into a game with people chasing and waving their arms to redirect it. She worried that someone was going to get hurt when Micah came past on Smoke whistling up his dogs. Jake had trained all of the spring puppies, and they had been in high demand. Micah had two, and Willow thought they were the smartest of the bunch. They got the errant cow back into the herd.

Margo came to stand with her. “When do I get a smart dog like that?” she asked.

“You have to ask Jake,” Willow said.

“He said he doesn’t have any to spare right now.”

“Put your name on a list,” Willow said idly.

“I have.”

That surprised her. Willow wondered if Jake was raising and training dogs for free. It was time for the town to start transitioning into paying for things. Since Jane’s dog, Dapple, had hunted down the raiders, and Jake’s dogs had helped find the long-toothed cats, there had been a push for people to get trained dogs. One more demand that she couldn’t easily fill.

The Boss came over to give Willow a packet. “Special delivery,” he said with a smile.

She thanked him, but recognizing Connor’s handwriting, didn’t open it. This was something private. He must have picked up the town’s mail from the train station. They still didn’t have a regular delivery. It was another service she couldn’t get organized.

“Is this place low on residents?” the Boss asked as he frowned at the sparse turnout.

“We have a name now,” Willow said. “Glasstown. And none of them have ever seen the circuit wagons. It may take awhile for people to show up.” 

“Oh.” He gave her a cordial nod before going back to his wagon.

Willow felt judged by him. It was ridiculous to feel that way, but it felt like a slight. She was tempted to read him, but kept her mental barriers shut tight. There were too many strange emotions in this town for her to open herself at random. It was disheartening that she couldn’t even get her people interested in a fun spectacle. She went over to Izzy’s booth and bought the sweetest, gooey-est thing she could find. 

“What’s that?” Jane asked as she joined her.

“Chocolate fudge brownie,” Willow said licking her fingers.

“I definitely need one of those.”

Willow was trying to decide if she could eat two without making herself sick when Jake came over.

“I need a word,” he said shortly.

“Brownie?” Willow asked pointing over to the booth.

Jake took her elbow and pulled her aside. “This is a lot more livestock than we ordered.”

“Why is that a problem?”

Jake rolled his eyes. “First, we don’t have a place. You can’t have cattle on this broken pavement all winter. They need grazing, water and a shelter. We don’t have any of that set up.”

“Can they stay put until we figure it out?” Willow asked. She wasn’t sure why Jake was so angry. She’d told him there were more animals coming in.

“Sure, you going to do that? Because I’ve got ten students waiting for their lesson, my clinic is full of animals that need treatment, and I haven’t even had lunch yet.”

“Okay,” she said urgently. “I get it. You’re stretched thin. I’ll find someone else to take it on.” She didn’t need any special skills to read her brother’s annoyance.

“Good,” he said as he stomped away.

Willow had to admit that Jake had changed a lot this year. He’d not just gotten taller and put on a bit of muscle, but he’d matured tremendously. He was running the animal hospital and teaching at the same time. She realized now that he probably needed more help than she’d given him.

Micah rode by with his dogs and turned back. “All good?” he asked.

She walked over to him. “Where’s Bernard?”

“Should be in his office,” Micah said. “I checked in case there was any problems with the new livestock handovers.”

“Thanks.” She gave him a wave and headed for the bus that had just arrived.
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Jake stomped back to the hospital feeling angry at the Circuit Company, and Willow, and himself for being angry. Part of him understood that Willow couldn’t guess at what he needed, but he also knew that the existing system wasn’t working. He was tired and frustrated and disappointed that his plans were in bits and pieces.

The reception area had five people, two with dogs and one with a basket on his lap. Since the other two didn’t have animals with them, they must have livestock in the holding pen. Jake detoured to the side door to avoid being caught up in any new problems.

They had quickly discovered the need for a private access that could get him in and out of the clinic without being seen. Everyone knew he was in charge of the animal hospital, and they all wanted a piece of his time. He walked into the back area ready to launch into the usual chaos but found it very quiet. His new office manager, Merrilee, was looking worried. And all ten of his students were in the glass-walled meeting room standing around the paper littered table.

“Problem?” Jake asked with a nod toward the meeting room.

“We’ve got reports of a a big cat going after sheep,” Merrilee said.

“And them?” he asked.

Merrilee shrugged, but Jake thought she looked a little guilty. He walked over to the door. “What’s going on?”

Kenneth picked up some papers. “We have a proposition for you.”

“Okay,” Jake said hesitantly. Some of his students were older than he was, and some had extensive experience with animals. Keeping them in line was turning out to be harder than he’d expected. His vision of sweet apprentices that hung on every word was definitely not the reality.

“We’ve divided the group into concentrations: small and large animals. Because those of us who want to specialize in livestock, really don’t need to do the work on dogs and cats,” he said.

Jake was going to object, but decided to let him speak. “Okay.”

Jumbo, who was tall but ironically very skinny, butted in. “But some of us still want the overall.”

Despite his initial reservations, the idea made Jake switch gears. “Okay. Let’s do a month at a time. Half of you do small animals and the other half do large. Then we switch over the next month.”

“But—” Kenneth began.

“No,” Jake said firmly. “You never know when you will be needed, or for what. To get the complete overview, you have to treat all kinds of animals.”

That got a few nods, but Kenneth looked annoyed. Garden and Sasha both nodded. He knew he could count on their support since they had been with him the longest. Jake split the class at random into the two groups and made a list of who would be doing what. “I’ll ask Merrilee to organize the patients, so we see small animals in the morning and large in the afternoon. You will be required to attend your group for the month. For the other half of the day, you’ll be doing your chores and studying the books.”

“What about today?” Sasha asked.

“Today is still first come, first served, so we see them in that order. Check with Merrilee about who’s next and if you’re in a different group you can sit it out.”

Jake went back to update Merrilee. She agreed easily enough and promised to make a new sign for walk in patients.

“It won’t always work,” she warned. 

“We’ll stick to it when we can,” Jake said. “Emergencies happen.”

“There’s a sandwich on your desk,” she said.

“Thanks. Give me five minutes and then call in the next one.” Jake hurried into his office. Silky was lying across the top of his desk, scattering papers as she stretched. The sandwich had only been partially unwrapped, so it apparently wasn’t something she was interested in. His dogs were all in their beds. He got a chorus of tail thumps as he arrived. He finished the sandwich in too few bites, but it made him feel better to have something in his stomach. Then he hurried into the main exam room to deal with a lamb that had been cut when it got tangled in barbed wire.

The room was large enough for all the students to observe. He called Sasha over to do some stitching because she’d had more experience than the others. She was coming along well. And he had Kenneth clean some shallow wounds and bandage them. They sent the lamb home with some spare bandages and salve and a promise to stop by in a few days.

The next patient was a chicken that had been badly pecked. Jumbo had a surprisingly gentle touch, so Jake had him hold the bird while he inspected the injuries.

“She’s one of my best layers,” the farmer said sadly. “I don’t know what got into them. Never had trouble before.”

“She has a growth on her leg,” Jake said, showing the farmer. “Sometimes the flock can sense an illness, and they try to get rid of it.” He gave a lecture on what the growth might be and assigned Jumbo and Ella to research it. Then the bird was cleaned up and isolated in one of the quiet rooms. One room had kennels and cages for the smaller animals and was specifically for the ones who needed to rest.

The day became a blur as he dealt with sick and injured animals and taught lessons on the fly. By the time they’d finished with their last patient, he was exhausted. “I need to take the dogs out,” he told Merrilee.

“Take your radio,” she reminded him.

He grabbed it off the desk and whistled his dogs up. They bounded out the door eager to go. Silky followed and Freckles came in from the other direction. “Okay guys, let’s go,” Jake said, as he opened the door.

He’d forgotten about the wagons in the lot. The dogs looked up at him, but he turned toward the river. He’d rather take the trail along the water than talk to anyone right now. After a day like today, he felt totally talked out.
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Micah took Smoke back to the city stable then went to check in with Bear to see how the newspaper was going. She told him about the rumors of a big cat going after sheep.

“It’s always something,” Micah grumbled. Bear was nearing her due date, and he had to admit that he hadn’t been as strict with his duties as usual. A lot of things were getting shifted over to Mason as he prepared for the arrival of their child. He tried to find a reason to check in with Bear a couple of times a day. Her pregnancy had taken over their lives lately. But he wouldn’t have it any other way.

He fetched a snack for her from Izzy’s cafe. A cold front was coming in, and the biting wind made it feel even colder. It was early in the season for snow, but he thought the lowering clouds promised some before nightfall. There was always a day or two of freezing temperatures and storms before winter settled in for good. This town was further north than High Meadow, so he assumed the cold would come in sooner.

When he got back to the office, there were three farmers waiting to complain.

“It’s big!”

“Killed a sheep and ate half of it!”

“You have to do something!”

Micah assured them he would take a look. Since no one was in the office, he left a note on the board about where he was going. Then he whistled up the dogs and headed back to the stable. Smoke was restless when he saddled her.

“I know you don’t want to go back out in the cold,” he murmured to her. Once mounted, he called to the dogs, Digger and Dawdle. They were gray, like Smoke, and he thought they looked good together. She didn’t seem to mind them, and they seemed comfortable around her. Micah didn’t doubt that Jake would train the dogs to be familiar with horses. They were trained to voice commands and stayed close as he headed out of town.

Jake had told him that he thought the dogs were a special breed that were good at hunting. They were tall, with a wiry coat, and powerful runners. Micah’s dogs were brothers and tended to stay together. They were very fast, and he’d found them to be very protective of Bear which made him love them instantly. He could only tell them apart because Digger had a darker, saddle-like splotch across his back.

He rode out to the farm of the first complainer. He didn’t want to get stuck in a long story and more problems, so he circled the house. The sheep were bunched up in the meadow. He didn’t know if they were scared or cold.

Digger made a soft rumble of a noise, sniffing the ground. “Found something?” Micah asked. Dawdle joined him, and they took off towards the woods.

“Damn,” Micah grumbled as he sent Smoke after them. A cold breeze brought a flurry of snowflakes. He knew this was going to turn into a long, cold slog. The dogs were racing ahead and nearly out of sight. He nudged Smoke into a trot to keep up with them. They ranged out past the farm and into the deep woods. 

Micah regretted not bringing back up. He had only meant to take a quick look. He’d brought a long gun just in case, even though he hadn’t planned on hunting the animal today, but the dogs were definitely on the trail of something.

Jake was training dogs as fast as he could, but more farmers showed up demanding guard dogs for their livestock. He’d said he was going to get his brother Peter to come out and start a training school. Jake was a triplet, and all three of them had a special way with dogs. He was the only one who’d become a vet, but his brothers were also very experienced. Micah thought it was a good idea to have Peter come to their town. He was very happy with Digger and Dawdle. Except maybe today.

The dogs splashed through a stream as the snow started coming down heavier. Micah pulled up the hood on his coat. The forecast hadn’t said anything about snow. He knew they were wrong. One look at the cloud cover told him this was going to get worse.

Smoke baulked and danced. He knew she wasn’t happy about something. The dogs had gone into the underbrush. “Easy,” he coaxed her. “Easy. We’re just going to take a look.”

She turned as if to go back the way they came. Micah noted, morosely, that their trail was already covered with snow. He tried to pull her back around to follow the dogs, but she fought him. That was out of the ordinary. “Okay. There’s something out here you don’t want to meet up with. I get it.” He patted her neck waiting for her to settle down.

He whistled for the dogs. Smoke tried to head back, and he held her in position. There was no sign of the dogs.

“Digger! Dawdle!” 

Smoke made an angry hop letting him know she was very unhappy. He whistled again. “Damn dogs,” he grumbled. “We’ll go back a bit,” he said to Smoke.

The mare was more than eager to leave the area. He knew she was smelling the big cat, or some sort of predator and let her pick her way back toward the stream. As they got to the bank, he saw the dogs upstream heading towards him.

“Get over here you two,” he yelled.

Smoke shivered and sidled. Micah was just barely aware of something up in the trees when a heavy weight slammed against his back, and the big cat growled in his ear.
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Jane sat down to a late afternoon snack by the windows in Nan’s restaurant. The gray light was now full of falling snow. It was mesmerizing, but she also knew there would be an immediate increase in her workload. Slips and falls, strained muscles from shoveling, frostbite from anyone out playing or working too long without good mittens, it all added up. Snowy days weren’t fun anymore.

She sipped her tea and watched the weather. By the time she’d finished her snack, the flurries had turned into a blizzard. She hurried back to work knowing the evening would be very long.

“Get ready for a rush,” she warned as she walked into the new admissions office. It was eerily quiet, but she knew that it wasn’t going to last.

She rounded up her nurses and students to warn them about what might be coming in. “Check the older folks for heart problems if they’ve been shoveling. We’re bound to get some broken bones. And I’m going to give you a lesson on treating frostbite right now.”

She sent the students into the classroom. “Lisa, will you throw some blankets into the warmer? We’ll probably get some cases of hypothermia.”

“Should I set up a warm room, too?” Lisa asked.

“That’s a good idea. With cots,” Jane said. She looked through her books to see which one had the best explanation of frostbite when the buzzer for the emergency room went off, and she knew the lesson wasn’t going to happen.

She hadn’t thought about car accidents. Five people were carried in by their new ambulance service with injuries from a collision on Main Street. That kept them busy, but then the ambulance got stuck with another load of patients. Jane called Willow who was already working on prepping a sleigh with a team of Heavy Silvers. The snow was coming down heavily, and the roads were a mess. It was too soon in the season, and she hoped that it wouldn’t last.

When she went out to check the reception area, she saw the commotion outside and went to investigate. The Circuit crew was bringing all the animals in. Jake’s students were helping to herd them down to the shelter. Between the wind and the snow, it was too nasty for them. That made her worry about any of her patients who had stayed in unfit housing. There were still a few living out in the woods in old buildings. It was a big step for them to have come in to see her, she didn’t feel she had the right to insist they upgrade their housing. But now she worried that they were going to have a dangerous night.

The sound of bells alerted her to the sleigh leaving. She walked to the exterior door to watch the big horses pulling the long passenger sleigh. The streetlights had come on creating bright cones of falling snow. It was almost pretty, if she hadn’t been in the health field.

“Jane,” Lisa called to her from reception. “There’s been another accident.”

“Of course,” Jane said with resignation. Dapple trotted in to butt her leg affectionately. He was even woolier than ever. His winter coat was very thick, but he’d also gotten taller and broader. Jake had said he was pretty sure he’d reached his full growth. She didn’t mind. The bigger he was, the more of a deterrent he became.

The sleigh took awhile to complete the route around town, and as she had anticipated it came back full of people needing medical attention. She started triaging and realized the reception area was becoming a hazard. Snow tracked in from outside was melting and making the floor slippery. She sent a couple of her students to get mops, but she knew they weren’t going to be able to keep up with it.

She called Willow for help. “I need someone to keep the floor dry.”

Willow chuckled. “I don’t have any magicians. How about some straw?”

“This is Jane calling, not Jake,” she said indignantly.

“It’ll give you traction and absorb some of the water. Best I can do right now.”

“Fine. I’ll send someone over to Jake.” Jane wasn’t happy with the solution, but she knew it was one more thing she’d have to figure out for the coming winter. Everything was new here. And as the seasons changed, she was finding new problems to solve.

She sent one of her students to fetch a bale of straw for the floor. And that student came back after slipping on the stairs and breaking her wrist. She knew then that her instincts had been too right about the long night.
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Willow went down to Bernard's office to confer with him about the livestock. He agreed with Jake’s assessment. “I’m not sure where we’re going to put the extra,” he said.

“Do we need to set up a town ranch?” Willow asked, thinking out loud.

“We need a stockyard like some of the train stations have,” Bernard said thoughtfully. “There are a couple of factories along the river that could be repurposed for shelters. It would give us access to the water. We’d have to clear the old pavement out of the parking lots.” He nodded. “That should be adequate.”

She stared at him nonplussed. “That’s a lot of work.”

“Uh. Yeah. Well, it’ll set us up for the spring. Not sure what to do with them right now. I’ll check around. Maybe we can rent some space.”

“And how are you going to pay for it?”

He frowned at her. “We don’t have any kind of budget for the livestock?”

She sighed. “I’ll take a look.” She went back to her office thinking about budgets, and if she could shift money out of one pocket and into another. Bear was in the hallway looking out of sorts. “Did you need me?” Willow asked.

“Have you seen Micah?” Bear asked.

“He was out by the hospitals. Did you see the wagons come in?”

“I did. I just wanted to tell him I’m headed home before it gets any worse.”

Willow glanced toward a window. “I hear it’s really piling up.”

“Yeah. And I can’t afford to fall right now,” she said with a weak smile.

“Do you want me to walk you home?” Willow asked. She didn’t really have the time, but Bear was nervous. She could feel the child. It was getting stronger every day.

“Would you mind?” she asked shyly.

“Not at all.” She grabbed her coat, and they headed out. The wind was fierce, making it a struggle to get the door open. Willow leaned her shoulder into it. And once they were outside, it slammed shut behind them. She grabbed Bear’s arm to steady her on the stairs. The snow was already mid-calf. She kicked at it to clear the steps as they descended.

“I can’t believe how hard it’s coming down!” Bear said.

Willow blinked the snowflakes off her eyelashes. The wind whipped her hair into her face. “I know. This is unbelievable. We’ve already had a couple of car accidents.”

“Jane’s going to be busy.” Bear wobbled, but Willow steadied her.

“Slow down. Wait a minute,” Willow said. She let go of Bear to kick the snow off a few more steps. But as soon as she cleared them, the snow started piling up again. She realized she should have taken Bear over to the banister. She was standing in the middle of the stairs with nothing to lean on.

“Okay,” Willow said as she took Bear
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